Now we are successful and developed! Improvement and impasse in two cambodian community development interventions by Spiller, Sarah
"Now we are successful and developed!”
Improvement and Impasse in Two Cambodian 
Community Development Interventions
A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy of the Australian National 
University, School of Sociology, Research School of Social Sciences.
Sarah Spider
July 2013
Acknowledgements
Though any flaws or errors in this thesis are entirely my own responsibility, the research it 
presents is the outcome of many people's assistance and cooperation.
My greatest thanks are due to the women and men who spoke with me about their 
experiences of change in villages between Kratie and Stung Treng towns, and in the eastern 
districts of Prey Veng province, Cambodia.
I'm also grateful for the friendship and assistance of all the staff at CLA and CRDT. I'm indebted 
to Oum Buth Saman for sharing her time and knowledge; and also to the late Oum Chhoeurn, 
and all the CLA volunteers and staff in Mesang, for welcoming me. In Kratie Mr Or Channy and 
Mr Sun Mao in particular generously lent their time and support to the project.
Ms Seng Sorachana, Ms Davy Ly, Ms Mom Cormack and especially Ms Buth Chanthol provided 
invaluable interpreting assistance. Sarah Allen and Barbara Jackson of Community Links with 
Cambodia took an interest in the project early on: thank you for conversations along the way.
I might not have started and certainly wouldn't have finished this thesis without the unflagging 
encouragement, judicious but never disheartening criticism and the patience of my supervisor, 
Dr Alastair Greig. The School of Sociology at the Australian National University provided 
practical and intellectual support, and I'm especially glad to have had the good company of 
graduate students including Sudeepa Abeysinghe, Bushra Chowdhury, Justin lu, Ellie Kirk, 
Hedda Ranson-Cooper, Suzy Marsh, Sarah Maslen, Vanessa McDermott, Kirsty McLaren, 
Rebecca Olson, Jing Jing Shen, Shanti Sumartojo and Janecke Wille.
Generous people welcomed me (and the thesis) into their homes. In Phnom Penh thank you 
Kat Owen and the Khim-Cormack family. In Canberra thank you Sira Nicholas and John Dell'Oro 
for taking me in. Fiona Johnson, Janet Sheldon and Irene Morgan did their best to keep me in 
touch with life beyond the thesis. Dr Sam Pietsche and Dr Ruth Nicholls had good advice at the 
right moments. Shelly Forceville skilfully helped adapt the maps in this thesis.
Thank you to my family, and especially my parents Rosemary and Bob Spiller, for every kind of 
unassuming help and encouragement. Thank you again Jean Bourke, for casting your careful 
editor's eye over the thesis. Finally thank you Eddy Bourke: you've made the thesis, and all the 
rest, a much better adventure than it otherwise would have been.
iii
Abstract
This research explores whether community development interventions led by non-government 
organisations in rural Cambodia produce their intended opportunities for empowerment, or 
reproduce the powerlessness that is characteristic of poverty. I engage this question by 
examining how participants perceive, negotiate and use the knowledge that community 
intervention delivers, the village organisations that intervention creates, and the labour that 
participation entails. These dynamics are explored in an ethnographic study of two 
community interventions implemented by Cambodian non-government organisations in 
different rural settings, one in the country's southeast and the other in the northeast.
I argue that despite the multiple failings of international development intervention in 
Cambodia, positive impacts do emerge. Participants in community development incorporate 
interventions into their daily lives in unexpected ways, turning them to ends that are relevant 
to the task of improving life. This process is uncertain, contested and vulnerable, but 
nonetheless provides evidence to support Kabeer's (1999, 2011) argument that participation 
can be conceptualised as empowering, because it can challenge existing conditions, and can 
enhance participants' ability to realise fundamental choices and aspirations, particularly by 
women. However, this research also demonstrates that empowerment is limited by persistent 
inequalities within communities, between people and the state, and between communities 
and implementing agencies, as well as by the unpredictable impacts of Cambodia's regional 
and international integration.
In substantiating this claim, the thesis explores how knowledge is delivered and used in two 
rural settings (Chapter Five), how village organisations created by non-government 
organisations relate to existing community reciprocities, inequalities and governance 
structures (Chapter Six), and how gendered participation is negotiated within households, 
focusing on microcredit (Chapter Seven). Chapter Eight considers the impact of the Global 
Financial Crisis (GFC) of 2007-8 in southeastern Cambodia, and proposed Mekong dams in the 
northeast, drawing attention to the threats to empowerment that prevail in these two rural 
contexts.
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CHAPTER ONE: POVERTY, INTERVENTION AND CHANGE IN 
RURAL CAMBODIA
Introduction
This thesis presents an analysis of women's and men's participation in two rural community 
development interventions supported by Cambodian non-government organisations (NGOs). 
Specifically, it explores how people perceive and navigate the opportunities and risks that 
these interventions present. It examines the characteristics, processes and outcomes of 
people's engagement with community development, exploring the relationship between 
communities and intervening agencies, and examining participation in NGO-supported 
community-based organisations (CBOs). Mothers' groups, fathers' groups, sustainable 
livelihood groups, child protection groups and resource conservation groups are represented 
in this research, most also incorporating a group savings and loan microfinance component.
The research considers ways in which participation in these groups, and in community 
development intervention more broadly, prompt and allow the negotiation of power -  within 
families, households, villages, with local representatives of the state, and with aid-delivering 
agencies, especially NGOs. In examining this process, the research questions whether and how 
possibilities for improvement in life, and for social and political change, are produced, 
negotiated and contested in community development interventions in the Cambodian context. 
Specifically, the thesis is concerned to identify whether this process can be characterised as 
empowering or emancipatory for its participants, and if so, what this entails. The thesis also 
identifies factors that limit empowerment. Given the gendered character of poverty in
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Cambodia (Giles 2004; FitzGerald 2007; Ministry of Women's Affairs 2009, 2012; Gorman et al 
1999), and the emphasis that development practice and theory place on the benefits of 
women's participation in community development, this research focuses particularly on the 
ways in which gender shapes and is shaped by people's engagement with community 
development intervention.
The context for this research: can participation empower?
This enquiry engages a long-standing and unsettled debate within development studies: 
namely, whether or not the participatory and community-based approaches that have been 
widely adopted by development agencies, particularly since the 1990s, have delivered 
intended poverty reduction and empowerment outcomes (Midgley et al 1986:145; White 
1996; Cornwall 2000:73-75; Cooke and Kothari 2001; Williams 2004; Leal 2007:539). I employ 
Naila Kabeer's (1999:435) definition of empowerment as a process of social change "by which 
people who have been denied the ability to make strategic life choices1 acquire such an 
ability", and as necessarily involving the negotiation and contestation of power relations. I also 
draw on a conception of empowerment, developed by scholars including Kabeer (1999, 
2011:502) and Cornwall (2007a), that positions and analyses empowerment as a relational 
process. From this perspective, what constitutes empowerment, and where its limits may be 
found, are "constantly refigured" by individuals and groups in specific social contexts (Cornwall 
2007b:150).
Proponents of participatory and community-based approaches see them contributing to, or 
creating preconditions for, aspects of empowerment (Kabeer 1999, 2011; Cornwall 2007b) 
that include poverty reduction, the exercise of political voice, and participation in local,
(usually village-level), structures and processes for solidarity, mutual assistance, reciprocity, 
social protection and trust (Hasselskog 2009:241). In addition such approaches are often 
regarded as involving or at least making possible the reversal of the top-down relationship of 
power between implementing agencies and participating people (Chambers 1983,1994,
1997). Reflecting the strength of these promises, local and participatory approaches are 
sometimes situated as proffering a way to reinvigorate a global development project, which is
1 These are "consequential choices" that "define the parameters" of life, such as choice of livelihood, whether and 
whom to marry, and whether and when to have children (Kabeer 1999:437).
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alleged to have become mired in an "impasse", or to have failed (Schuurman 1993a, 1993b, 
2000), in part due to a lack of regard for local diversity and for people's capacity to identify and 
manage local solutions to development challenges (Leal 2007:540).
In practice, however, various entanglements can prevent community development approaches 
from reaching these goals. A variety of critiques have drawn attention to the ways in which 
community-based and participatory approaches can unintentionally contribute to the deeper 
disempowerment of people living with poverty. These critiques conclude that such 
approaches: operate as a form of social control (Williams 2004:557); inadvertently or 
purposely extend the power of development agencies, development ideologies and states over 
impoverished people (Cornwall 2000:19); unintentionally replicate, create or deepen 
inequalities within communities (Gujit and Shah 1998; Chambers 1974:108-109); mirror the 
relationships of top-down power that inhere in all development intervention, but mask these 
behind a participatory veneer (Kothari and Cook 2001); divert grassroots political energy into 
predetermined (and therefore potentially less relevant, less necessary or less empowering) 
organisations and projects (Kilby 2011); strip the concept of empowerment of its meaning, by 
reducing it to a technical output of instrumental development intervention (White 1996:8); 
and evoke a false sense of "optimism and purpose" in relation to the operation of a 
development industry that is in fact ineffectual in responding to poverty and inequality 
(Cornwall and Brock 2005:1044).
These arguments emerge from a sustained critical effort to identify the unintended outcomes 
and processes of community-based and participatory approaches (see Chapter Two). This 
valuable effort has focused on exploring the political, policy and social contexts that shape 
community development and undermine its claim and capacity to create the conditions for 
empowerment. However, as Klenk (2004) points out, there has been relatively less 
consideration given to how such approaches are perceived, used, narrated and negotiated by 
the people who are variously conceptualised as "beneficiaries, participants and change agents" 
in such interventions (Cornwall 2000). Thus, my research proceeds from the claim that further 
investigation of this under-explored area will add to existing understanding about the complex 
relationship between development intervention, participation, community and social change. 
This research adds to this area by presenting an empirical, qualitative study of how community 
development's material resources, knowledge and village organisations are perceived, used 
and negotiated in two Cambodian rural development interventions led by local NGOs.
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Debating participation in contemporary Cambodia
Cambodia provides a unique context for exploration of these dynamics. The country's 
impoverishing experience of Cold War-framed conflict during the 1970s and 1980s is well 
documented (Brown and Timberman 1998; Chandler 1991, 2008; Corfield 1994; Kiernan and 
Chantou 1982; Kiernan 1982). Sustained scholarly attention has been turned to explaining the 
brutal failure -  and ongoing implications -  of the Democratic Kampuchea regime's (1975-1979) 
attempt to create an agrarian socialist state "without a model" (Evans and Rowley 1984;
Hinton 2005; Kiernan 1996; Tyner 2008; Vickery 1984; Slocomb 2003, 2010; Gottesman 2003). 
In an abrupt turn about from the diplomatic isolation to which Cambodia was subjected during 
the internationally-sustained civil war of the 1980s (following what is variously regarded as its 
liberation from the Khmer Rouge and its occupation by neighbouring Vietnam) (Mysliewiec 
1988), the country became emblematic of a new alignment of post-Cold War power in the 
early 1990s. Specifically, in 1992-1993 Cambodia was the object of a then unprecedented 
intervention led by the United Nations -  administered by the United Nations Transitional 
Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) -  intended to enforce peace, oversee a democratic national 
election and thereby set the scene for the reconstruction of post-conflict Cambodia along 
liberal democratic and capitalist lines (Hughes 2003). This was presumed, by the Western 
powers driving this intervention, to be compatible with the development of civil society and 
the empowerment of the population (Richmond and Franks 2007:33; Duffield 2001).
Community development interventions and the decentralisation of governance both have 
Cambodian histories that predate the transition in the 1990s to open markets, liberal 
democracy and peace. However, the sustained international development intervention begun 
during the UNTAC period has determined the policy and program framework within which 
these approaches have operated since that time (Knowles 2009). Specifically, the UNTAC and 
post-UNTAC periods have enabled and shaped the growth of Cambodian rural development 
NGOs as agencies implementing community development and supporting decentralisation 
reforms. Such agencies now number in the hundreds (Curtis 1998; Richmond and Franks 
2007). Cambodian experiences of NGO-led community development can therefore be situated 
as a component of this relatively recent, ongoing and perhaps uniquely extreme experience of 
social, political and economic transformation. Writing about this transition, Derks (2008:7) 
observes that "the ideas of social reconstruction, and the ways in which people handle new 
possibilities, changes and insecurities [produced by incorporation into an international market 
and society] have so far hardly been analysed". This thesis's exploration of rural participation
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in NGO-supported community development responds to this call to better understand the 
grassroots dynamic of the situation.
In the context of a broader debate that points to the failure or stalling of Cambodia's 
transition, there is a general consensus that NGO-led and community-based approaches to 
development have, overall, failed to achieve their poverty reduction and empowerment aims 
(O'Leary 2006:6). Against a backdrop of entrenched rural poverty, worsening population level 
indicators of wellbeing (Ear 2009, 2012) and growing inequality since the 1990s (Slocomb 
2010:286), the ability of community development interventions to achieve empowerment or 
poverty reduction appears very limited. The top-down organisation of the development 
industry, a tendency in Cambodian society toward patronage, hierarchy and weak social 
solidarity, the purported atomisation of trust and civil society in the wake of conflict, 
combined with the pressure placed on social reciprocities by the rapid social change occurring 
since Cambodia's internationally-overseen transition to capitalism and democracy, have all 
been proposed, though not uncritically accepted (see Chapter Two) as reasons for the 
apparent underperformance of community-based approaches in this context (Zucker 
2006:528; Frings 1994; Ovesen et al 1996).
Nevertheless, community development interventions and the CBOs they create are now 
commonplace features of rural life in Cambodia, as in other contexts where development 
intervention is an important feature of economy and society. Öjendal and Kim (2006:520) 
observe that "organisational density in rural Cambodia is increasing rapidly," arguing that new 
community organisations, including NGO-supported CBOs, constitute a resurgence of 
associational life in rural Cambodia that is significant to a wider process of social change and 
post-war reconstruction. Critical analyses suggest that the way resources and opportunities 
are distributed within these groups reflect the hierarchical patron-client relationships that 
organise social life in rural Cambodia (Ledgerwood and Vighen 2002), and that they are 
vulnerable to co-option by local political elites (Milne and Adams 2012). More optimistic 
analyses see them contributing to a 'softening' of political culture, a more accessible and 
responsive state and new opportunities for marginalised people to exercise political voice 
(Öjendal and Kim 2006; Meas and McCallum 2009). Much of the enquiry in this area has 
focused specifically on what participation in CBOs means for local governance, in the context 
of Cambodia's program of donor-supported political decentralisation (Blunt and Turner 2005; 
Pellini 2005; Öjendal and Kim 2006; Hasselskog 2009; Sovanna 2005). My research engages
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this debate by considering how participation in CBOs is perceived and employed by 
participants to work toward desired improvements in life.
In recent years there has been a renewed critical effort to come to terms with the rapid pace 
and unpredictable trajectory of Cambodian development, and to set contemporary changes in 
their longer historical context (see, for example, Chau-Pech Ollier and Winter 2006; Derks 
2008; Hinton 2005; Ayers 2000a; Slocomb 2010; Kiernan and Hughes 2007; Knowles 2009;
Kent and Chandler 2008; Ear 2012). This literature begins to reverse an historical paucity of 
scholarship about Cambodian society, which was in large part produced by protracted conflict 
and the associated difficulty that international researchers faced in accessing the country 
(Ledgerwood 1998:27). A thread uniting the recent literature is an interest in the ways in 
which variously situated groups of people -  Cambodian development professionals, women, 
educators, villagers -  come to terms with the influx of ideas, practices, opportunities and risks 
associated with Cambodia's exposure to new international influences. Much of this literature 
situates contemporary Cambodian responses to development in terms of a negotiation 
between modernity and tradition (see Ayers 2000a:3; Derks 2008:1; Pellini 2005; Edwards 
2007). For example Hughes (2006) demonstrates that power holding elites mobilise ideas of 
tradition and Khmer identity to achieve political aims, while other analyses suggest that a self- 
conscious negotiation of tradition and modernity is also occurring within grassroots and local 
institutional contexts (Pellini 2005; Gourley 2009). Such arguments suggest that not only is 
there considerable flux and change in the ways that people perceive, engage and use ideas of 
tradition and modernity in contemporary Cambodian society, but that this is an important 
consequence of -  and response to -  the rapid social change taking place since the 1990s. This 
thesis contributes to scholarly investigation of these dynamics, by exploring the negotiations of 
tradition, modernity and development taking place in specific contexts shaped by rural 
community development interventions.
Despite such evidence of flux and diversity in popular perceptions of modernity and tradition, 
an identifiable strand in the critical literature continues to characterise Cambodian society and 
culture as conservative, change-resistant, and opposed to ideas -  such as empowerment and 
social equality -  that are promulgated in community development interventions (Hasselskog 
2009; Bit 1999). At the same time, as Hughes and Öjendal (2006:416) point out, Cambodian 
society is routinely represented as fragile and readily overwhelmed by Western cultural 
influences (see Lizee 2000), and having such a paucity of associational life and social capital 
(Ovesen et al 1996) that community intervention may be doomed to fail. My research explores
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the validity of these various characterisations by presenting an interpretive analysis of people's 
engagement with development intervention, investigating how rural women and men 
negotiate and use community interventions that are informed by a variety of narratives about 
Cambodian culture and society, including those described above (see Chapter Two). In so 
doing this research illustrates the complex ways in which community development is engaged, 
including as an opportunity to renegotiate ideas of tradition, modernity and development. 
Importantly, in so doing, this research engages the possibility that, as White (1996) has argued, 
people may turn even limited, partial and less "genuinely" participatory interventions to ends 
that allow the expression and pursuit of aspirations for improvement.
This research: aims, questions and approach
Situated within the critical debates outlined above (namely, whether participation in 
community development intervention has the capacity to empower; what role NGOs have 
played in shaping civil society during Cambodia's post-1991 transition to capitalism, peace and 
democracy; and whether and by what process community intervention may contribute to a 
grassroots negotiation of development, tradition and modernity) this thesis aims to present an 
interpretive analysis of men's and women's experiences of participation in NGO-led 
community development interventions in rural Cambodia. This is intended not only to shed 
light on the everyday processes and outcomes of such interventions in Cambodian contexts, 
but also to allow an exploration of what enables, limits and constitutes empowerment in these 
particular settings. The thesis therefore necessarily proceeds by foregrounding the 
perspectives of participating people, since as Townsend (1993) has argued, this is the 
appropriate starting point for understanding what empowerment means in any context.
The thesis draws on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Cambodian villages with participants 
in two community development interventions, each led by a different local NGO. One was a 
child rights and poverty reduction intervention in the Eastern districts of Prey Veng province, 
located in southeastern Cambodia close to the Cambodia-Vietnam border. The other was a 
sustainable livelihoods and conservation initiative in the northeastern provinces of Kratie and 
Stung Treng, specifically targeting villages located along the Mekong River between Kratie and 
Stung Treng towns. Despite their distinct locations and focus, both interventions employed 
similar community development methodologies and in particular prioritised CBO approaches 
incorporating microcredit provision.
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Drawing on participant observation and semi-structured interview data, this study presents an 
analysis of how women and men negotiate the risks and opportunities that participation in 
such interventions presents, with the aim of determining how the process of NGO supported 
community development is perceived, employed and negotiated by the participants. How do 
these women and men perceive their participation in development interventions that require 
them to contribute their time and labour; skills and knowledge; their willingness to learn, 
experiment and change their behaviour; and to take part in the activities of a range of new 
community organisations and processes designed, funded and supported by development 
agencies? What does participation in community development offer to these people, and what 
are its outcomes?
The findings presented in this thesis draw on women's and men's narratives of change and 
stasis in rural Cambodian development to explore whether, and by what process, their 
negotiation of the material resources, ideas, labour and community structures supported by 
NGOs contributed to a perceived improvement in their lives. The primary question this 
research addresses is formulated as: How do participants in rural community development 
interventions supported by Cambodian NGOs engage, perceive and employ the knowledge, 
village organisations and household labour created by intervention? In addressing this 
question, particular consideration is given to the gender dynamic of this process both within 
households and in the wider social setting. This focus responds to the gendered character of 
poverty and inequality in rural Cambodia (Luco 2002; UNIFEM et al 2004; Giles 2004;
FitzGerald 2007; Ministry of Women's Affairs 2009, 2012), and allows consideration of the 
process by and extent to which community interventions achieve (or fall short) of their goals of 
reducing gendered poverty and empowering rural women. Three areas of social life -  
knowledge, village organisations and the gender division of household labour -  are prioritised 
because they emerged as significant in the accounts of change generated in ethnographic 
fieldwork (see Chapter Three). These areas each generate sub-questions that the thesis 
addresses, as follows:
First, how do the development knowledge and aspirations of participants and intervening 
NGOs relate, in practice? How do participating people regard and perceive NGO knowledge 
and for what purposes do they employ it? (Chapter Five)
Second, how do people negotiate their participation in CBOs supported by NGOs? Why do they 
participate and what are the outcomes of participation? Specifically, does membership of
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these groups strengthen existing social divisions and hierarchies, or does it produce 
opportunities for social inclusion, poverty reduction and citizenship claims? (Chapter Six)
Third, how are the risks and opportunities presented by participation negotiated within 
households? Specifically, does women's participation produce opportunities for 
empowerment or does it reproduce gendered inequality? (Chapter Seven) How does this 
relate to the urban and non-village labour that is significant in ensuring rural livelihoods? 
(Chapter Eight)
Throughout this enquiry, and across these three fields (knowledge, CBOs and village 
institutions, and the household division of risk and labour), the research focuses on whether 
the change created by intervention can be described as empowering or emancipatory, and if 
so, what this means in practice, how it is achieved, and its limits. These questions are 
addressed throughout the thesis. Chapter Eight specifically addresses the unpredictable 
impacts that international and regional integration can have on the process of local 
development, considering the impact of the GFC on livelihoods in Prey Veng and the potential 
impacts of planned Mekong hydropower developments in the northeastern field sites.
The argument o f the thesis
The argument that emerges throughout this thesis is that although community development 
intervention is characterised by political and institutional constraints, at the village level it 
involves an ongoing negotiation of the meaning, purpose and process of development. This 
negotiation takes place within families and communities, and between community members 
and intervening agencies. Participants bring their knowledge, labour, networks and aspirations 
to bear in negotiating these relationships with NGOs and other outsiders and in so doing 
influence the aims and outcomes of intervention.
Importantly, there are both tensions and synergies between NGO and community knowledge 
of and aspirations for development. While people's appetite for village development 
[akphiwat phum), and for becoming "successful and developed" (neary chamran; literally, 
successful and developed women), reflect the appeal of an ideal of development in post- 
UNTAC Cambodia, neither the meaning of development in this context nor the process by 
which it is attained is necessarily what intervening agencies imagine them to be. Ultimately, 
community development is worked out with mixed success because it produces often 
unintended opportunities for change and improvement in life; and because it involves people
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making do with imperfect interventions in ways that are contingent on the situation of each 
community. In this way, community development is made to work despite the fractured, 
instrumental and top-down character of development projects and programs, the inconsistent 
narratives about Cambodian communities that animate these interventions, rapid social 
change and unpredictable state interventions, a history of conflict and persistent and 
emergent inequalities in communities.
Despite being partial, flawed and characterisable as employing only "shallow" or "weak" forms 
of participation (Cornwall and Jewkes 1995; Arnstein 1969), such interventions produce 
opportunities for the renegotiation of power, identity, resources and relationships. This can 
alter and create solidarities, allow new uses of political space, lead to a reconceptualisation of 
development and tradition, and result in tenuous but nonetheless significant improvements in 
livelihood. Thus, this thesis presents evidence in support of Kabeer (1999, 2011) and 
Cornwall's (2007a) propositions that participation in such interventions can and does create 
opportunities for change that can be considered empowering, even though this change is 
unpredictable, vulnerable to reversal, disputed and incomplete.
To make this argument, the thesis draws on analysis of 34 group and 43 individual narrative 
accounts of change, stasis and improvement in Cambodian community development, 
recounted by women and men participants in two community interventions. Drawing on these 
accounts the thesis demonstrates that intervention can produce unanticipated opportunities 
for change in self-perception, and for people to challenge power relations in their households 
and in the wider community. In the interventions considered in this research, this held 
particular value and significance for women. Poverty reduction, improved (if still fragile) 
livelihood security, safer rural to urban mobility and a sense of enhanced social trust and 
connectedness were outcomes of this process. Hope that improvement in life is possible and 
confidence to articulate and work toward aspirations emerged as significant aspects of this 
process.
Qualifications o f the thesis argument
As already detailed, the focus of this research is on participation in NGO-led community 
development interventions that employ CBOs as a primary methodology. Many of the CBOs in 
this research also involved a microfinance savings and credit component. Microfinance, and 
the specific risks and benefits that it produces, is the subject of wide-ranging scholarly 
investigation. It must be emphasised that this thesis treats participation in microfinance as one
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aspect of participation in rural community development interventions, rather than the locus of 
analysis. Nonetheless this research does contribute to debates about microfinance by 
considering the experience of participation in group-based savings and loan schemes, a not- 
uncommon aspect of rural community development interventions in contemporary rural 
Cambodia.
This research does not set out to compare or contrast the two community interventions 
studied (see Chapters Three and Four). However it does analyse narrative and observational 
data generated in two different community interventions, located in regions of Cambodia 
where there are distinct development challenges and social settings. In this sense, while not 
presenting a comparative analysis, the thesis does begin to respond to Kitagawa's (2005) call 
for more regionally oriented research in the Cambodian context. I do not seek to make 
generalisable claims about the experience of change presented and analysed in this research, 
nor do I consider that the narratives generated in this research describe a process of change 
that would necessarily apply in other Cambodian or non-Cambodian contexts. However, the 
experience detailed here can be usefully compared and contrasted with experiences in other 
contexts where community interventions seek to deliver opportunities for poverty reduction, 
political engagement and empowerment, including of women.
The thesis confines itself to analysis of the experience of participation occurring during the 
period of Cambodia's transition, understood as continuing to the present day and beginning 
with the establishment of UNTAC in 1991 to oversee a ceasefire and a national election, 
normalise international relations and enable international humanitarian and development 
assistance (Brown and Timberman 1998; Hughes 2003). While the research does consider 
some ways in which historical experiences shape contemporary expectations and negotiation 
of development, it does not present an in-depth assessment of historical experiences of 
development or community interventions in Cambodia prior to UNTAC. Chapters Two and 
Three briefly detail the historical background necessary to set contemporary experiences of 
development in their context.
The argument and evidence discussed in this thesis were gathered in ethnographic fieldwork 
employing participant observation and semi-structured interviews with groups and individuals 
participating in NGO supported community development interventions. My perspective on the 
fieldwork was shaped by a methodological approach that prioritised working in a collaborative 
manner with the staff of two local NGOs, both executive staff and fieldworkers. As Chapter 
Three details, this created potential problems of bias and capture (Hammersley and Gomm
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1997), because the perspectives of NGO staff shaped the research process and my 
engagement with participating people. However, this approach also allowed a socially 
embedded analysis of the contested power relationship between NGOs, fieldworkers and 
community, and the ways that this relationship shapes perceptions, negotiations and 
contestations of community development's knowledge, resources and processes (Miller and 
Glassner 2004).
I employed a multi-sited approach to fieldwork that involved two rural field sites as well as 
participation in everyday routines and settings shaped by international development in the 
capital city, Phnom Penh. This does not accord with an understanding of ethnography as 
involving an in-depth immersion in one culturally "other" place (Marcus 1995). Yet, as Chapter 
Three details, this approach made possible an interpretive analysis of the interconnections 
between rural and urban places and power, exploring not only the top-down exercise of urban 
and metropolitan power but also the (highly constrained but nonetheless significant) 
opportunities that exist for rural people to negotiate both urban and rural places in ways that 
are useful to them.
The primary research data that this research analyses are narrative accounts of participation, 
improvement and change generated in informal semi-structured interviews with women and 
men who had experienced a reduction in poverty over time. Due to my basic command of 
conversational Khmer, research interviews took place with the assistance of interpreters, who 
also took on a role as cultural brokers. My necessary reliance on interpreters and NGO staff as 
research intermediaries added complexity -  and challenge -  to the research process and 
interpretation of data, but also made the research possible. The accounts represented in this 
research are thus best understood as co-created by participants, intermediaries and myself. 
Both the fieldwork process and the social reality that is represented in this thesis were shaped 
by the dynamics of power, vulnerability, reliance, resistance and resilience that inhered in the 
relationships between myself, NGOs, NGO fieldworkers, interpreters and people in 
communities. However, engaging the field in and through these social relationships made 
possible an embedded analysis of how power worked in and on the research process. 
Adopting a flexible and reflexive approach to the research, in which aims and methods shifted 
in response to emerging challenges such as these, created possibilities for the research to 
respond better to the complexity I encountered in the field. These matters are detailed in 
Chapter Three.
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Organisation o f the thesis
Chapter Two reviews the literature relevant to the thesis. It considers some of the various 
influences and antecedents of contemporary participatory and community development 
approaches, and situates these as approaches sometimes proposed as moving beyond a 
purported impasse in development. The chapter also considers various critiques that 
community-based methodologies have encountered as they have been increasingly adopted 
by development agencies. It addresses the contested role and significance of NGO-supported 
community development interventions in the context of a specific Cambodian development 
impasse. The chapter situates community development as fragmented, partial and potentially 
disempowering, but nonetheless open to negotiation and contestation by participating people. 
It illustrates how the questions that this research addresses emerge from the existing 
literature.
Chapter Three describes the methodology employed in this research. It demonstrates why an 
ethnographic approach was appropriate to the research aim. This chapter defends the value of 
a multi-sited approach to ethnography, and details significant ways in which the fieldwork 
process led to a refined research approach. Specifically the chapter addresses the ethical and 
methodological challenges that arose during this research, in particular those related to 
working with interpreters, intermediaries, and in partnership with two local NGOs. It also 
discusses some challenges that relate to presenting the narrative accounts of change 
generated in interviews with people who have experienced a transition from deeper to less 
deep poverty.
Chapter Four provides information about the social context and development dynamics in the 
rural areas where fieldwork was conducted, and about the two community development 
interventions studied in this research. It details significant similarities and divergences in the 
two field sites and interventions, focusing on the challenges that arise for these agencies in 
achieving their poverty reduction and empowerment aims.
Chapters Five to Eight present and analyse the research findings, setting these findings in the 
context of the development debates to which they relate and contribute. Chapter Five 
considers the relationship between knowledge, poverty reduction and participation, detailing 
the complex ways in which people understand, engage and use the knowledge of development 
provided by NGOs and in community development contexts. It explores the apparent authority 
of NGO knowledge, and how this relates to other sources of knowledge about life and
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development that participating people draw on, including knowledge they classify as 
traditional. The chapter establishes the significance of people's negotiation of development 
knowledge to the holistic process of poverty reduction that was described in the field sites.
Chapter Six explores participation in CBOs, considering the process of group formation, who is 
excluded and why, and the relationships between these organisations and pre-existing forms 
of solidarity and reciprocity. The chapter also focuses on leadership of these organisations. It 
considers what constitutes good leadership in Cambodian CBOs from the perspective of group 
members. The chapter also considers how formal village leaders interact with community 
organisations. In this way Chapter Six engages the institutional settings of community 
development, exploring the process of community organising and how it relates to local state 
structures. The chapter illustrates that CBOs both reflect, and produce opportunities to alter, 
inequalities and hierarchies within communities. The outcomes of this process are 
unpredictable but in the field sites included enhanced social trust, new reciprocities and 
opportunities for collective identities and aspirations to be developed, expressed and enacted.
Chapter Seven addresses the ways in which families and households negotiate participation in 
community development, focusing on how gender is implicated in this process. The chapter 
demonstrates that while women may regard their participation as satisfying and valuable, it 
also involves gendered burdens, risks and expectations. In the field sites such tensions were 
enacted and worked out -  but not necessarily resolved -  in daily interactions.
Chapter Eight is a brief chapter that illustrates both the significance and the vulnerability of the 
improvement in life achieved as a result of participation in community development. It 
demonstrates that one important outcome of participation is that households can better 
balance their participation in urban and rural economies, and negotiate rural to urban 
journeys more safely. Women's participation in community development is essential in 
creating this outcome. However, this new safety and livelihood security are vulnerable to 
setback and reversal. The chapter illustrates this vulnerability in a brief discussion of the 
impact of the GFC in Prey Veng, and the potential impact of proposed hydropower dams on 
communities in the northeastern field sites.
In this way the findings chapters each illustrate an aspect of the overall argument of the thesis: 
namely that participation in NGO-led community interventions allows an unpredictable but 
often productive and useful negotiation of international development assistance. People bring 
their own experiences, aspirations and knowledge to work in and on intervention, setting
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community development's resources, ideas and relationships to work to achieve improvement 
in life.
While the outcomes of this process are variable, reversible and tenuous, they are nonetheless 
highly valued by participating people. In addition to creating material improvements in life, 
this process involves a reconsideration of ideas of tradition, development and community and 
in these senses creates valuable -  albeit highly constrained -  opportunities for transformation, 
change and indeed empowerment. The relationship between NGOs and communities involves 
both synergy and divergence in understandings and perspectives, and this creates 
opportunities for people to negotiate their participation and set it to work to pursue diverse 
projects for empowerment, improvement and change.
Contribution of this thesis
This thesis analyses empirical, ethnographic data from rural Cambodia, in order to advance 
understanding of the meaning, limits, possibilities and processes of empowerment in this 
context, and as these are specifically negotiated within NGO-led community interventions. As 
detailed above, rural Cambodia presents a context where long-standing debates about 
participatory and community-based development -  in particular, whether these approaches 
empower or further marginalise their participants -  have significant analytical relevance. 
However, as in other settings, the ways in which participating men and women perceive, 
narrate and negotiate community-based interventions have received relatively little attention 
as an aspect of the valuable, and considerable, scholarly interrogation that has been turned on 
the discourses, political economy and policy contexts that constrain and divert participation's 
claim to empower (Klenk 2004).
The thesis contributes to this body of knowledge by exploring the process and outcomes of 
men's and women's negotiations of community development's knowledge, village 
organisations and labour in two rural Cambodian contexts. This allows a reconsideration of the 
limits and possibilities that such interventions produce for empowerment, in a context that 
appears defined by development impasse. A specific contribution of this thesis is to test the 
possibility, proposed by Cornwall (2008:237), that even highly constrained interventions can 
make particular kinds of change, contestation and improvement possible.
In so doing, this thesis also contributes to knowledge about the process and experience of 
rural poverty reduction. It highlights the emotional and attitudinal aspects of this process,
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draws attention to the negotiations of gendered power that accompany this process, and 
explores the limits of and possibilities for rural resilience to external shocks. Throughout, it 
demonstrates the social and relational aspects of poverty reduction, by providing a qualitative 
and empirical perspective on how improvement and empowerment are contested, achieved, 
shared and diverted in the daily lives of men and women in rural Cambodia.
Thus the thesis also operationalises and demonstrates the value of a relational understanding 
of empowerment, in which empowerment is understood to involve not just choices but also 
relationships and shifting perceptions of who is entitled to what (Kabeer 1999, 2011; Cornwall 
2007b:158). In this way the thesis also responds to Derks's (2008:7) call for research that 
contributes to knowledge about how Cambodian people are experiencing and negotiating 
international interventions that seek to transform culture, economy and society in particular 
ways. Specifically, the thesis considers the possibility that despite the deep power imbalances 
that inhere in this situation, rural people may find unexpected opportunities to make 
intervention's knowledge, labour and organisations relevant to their aspirations for change 
and improvement in life.
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CHAPTER TWO: DEVELOPMENT IMPASSES AND COMMUNITY  
INTERVENTIONS
Introduction
This thesis addresses the social process and impacts of participation in NGO community 
development interventions in rural Cambodia. It examines the perceptions rural women and 
men have of these interventions, how they engage with these interventions, and how this 
engagement contributes to social change in contemporary Cambodia. As Chapter One 
detailed, the primary question this research addresses is formulated as: How do participants in 
rural community development interventions supported by Cambodian NGOs engage, perceive 
and use the knowledge, village organisations and household labour created by intervention? In 
addressing this question, particular consideration is given to the gender dynamic of this 
process. This focus recognises that impoverishment in Cambodia is feminised, and that 
experiences of poverty and poverty reduction are gendered (Giles 2004; FitzGerald 2007; 
Ministry of Women's Affairs 2009, 2012; Gorman et al 1999). It also allows investigation of 
whether and by what process the studied NGO interventions achieve or fall short of their aim 
of reducing poverty by supporting women's participation. Throughout, the research considers 
whether men's and women's engagement with intervention can be regarded as empowering, 
and if so what this entails and what enhances and limits this outcome.
This chapter sets these questions in critical perspective. It begins by considering the impasse in 
which development theory and practice are often alleged to be mired. NGO-supported 
community development interventions of the kind studied in this research have been 
proposed as one path leading out of this impasse. However as these methodologies have
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grown more prominent in development practice since the 1980s and 1990s, they have 
encountered numerous challenges and have elicited a variety of critiques. Primary among 
these critiques is the claim that community-based approaches can inadvertently deepen the 
disempowerment of participants. The role of NGOs themselves as implementing agencies has 
also been scrutinised. Do they create the conditions for participant empowerment, or do they 
in fact exert their own authority over people living with poverty, and extend the power of pro­
development ideologies and institutions with pernicious consequences for people living with 
poverty? Based on an assessment of the relevant literature, this chapter proposes that both 
characterisations may be valid, thereby establishing the rationale for research that tests these 
claims in the Cambodian context. The chapter reviews the literature that demonstrates the 
diverse failures and shortcomings of participatory and community-based interventions. 
However, engaging the critical debate in this area, this chapter situates these interventions -  
and the wider development project of which they are part -  as complex and flawed, but also 
creating scope for unintended outcomes and for diverse forms of engagement with 
development's risks, opportunities and resources.
As the chapter details, the critical literature establishes that local engagement with community 
development does not necessarily proceed as envisaged by planners and implementing 
agencies. The literature provides many examples of unintended detrimental and 
disempowering consequences of community intervention for participating people, but also 
reveals strands of argument and evidence that suggest unintended beneficial outcomes are 
possible. Following chapters explore these possibilities in rural Cambodian contexts. Notably 
however, within the substantial debate about whether or not community-based approaches 
assist or harm rural people, there has been a relatively limited focus on how these people 
themselves perceive, negotiate, narrate and employ the opportunities and resources delivered 
by NGO interventions. This is an area of knowledge to which the thesis contributes.
After situating these debates about community development in relation to an assessment of 
the 'development impasse', the chapter turns to identify a particular Cambodian impasse that 
both mirrors and refracts the broader situation. In this context, which is characterised by 
persistent poverty, growing inequality and state-society tensions, the contested role and 
significance of NGO community interventions are considered, as are the challenges that they 
face in their efforts to deliver poverty reduction, empowerment and development in 
Cambodia. These challenges are presented in the literature as including the top-down 
organisation of the development industry; the social impact of conflict, autocracy and rapid
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development; and the interplay of existing inequalities and social hierarchies with NGO- 
supported community processes and structures.
This chapter also considers accounts that regard rural Khmer culture and social organisation as 
barriers to development, highlighting the potential for diverse and complex local negotiation 
of both development interventions and development narratives such as this. It also reviews 
representations of local perceptions of participation in Cambodia. Based on this review, the 
chapter proposes that closer attention to the roles of emotions and attitudes toward 
development would allow a fuller understanding of how people engage, use and negotiate 
community interventions. The chapter establishes this as an area of limited existing empirical 
inquiry, to which this study contributes. In addition, reviewing the literature on women's 
participation in development, the chapter identifies the value of attending to diverse 
(gendered) negotiations of development's resources, knowledge and requirements, 
particularly within households. The chapter positions this as a necessary area for further 
exploration in the Cambodian context, in order to engage and test the argument that women's 
participation does not necessarily empower them or reduce their poverty. The chapter 
concludes by setting out the questions that emerge from this review of the literature, and 
which following chapters explore.
Continuity, flux and impasse in development
Discussions of development frequently begin by observing that the definition, practice and 
theory of development are each characterised by "schism and dissent" (Rigg 1997:2). This 
contested state can be contrasted with the historical agreement commonly held to have 
prevailed about fundamental aspects of the global development project. These foundation 
beliefs included that development can be understood as an ongoing trajectory of economic 
and social improvement that is appropriate and necessary for people and states (Payne and 
Phillips 2010:64); that development involves an evolution from simple to complex economic, 
social and political arrangements; and that this process is and should be synonymous with 
modernisation (Kothari and Minogue 2002:11; Sonntag et al 2001:219). In addition, these 
developmental certainties included that developed nations not only model development, they 
can deliver it to less developed countries through technical and financial assistance provided 
by state and non-state interventions (Rist 2002:79; Payne and Phillips 2010:63). Such 
confidences are held to have defined an "age of development" launched in the 1950s with 
theoretical and policy proscriptions led by a globally ascendant USA for the modernisation of
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the "less developed areas", primary among them former European colonies in Asia and Africa 
(Escobar 2007:19; Rist 2002).
This characterisation draws attention to assumptions that have powerfully shaped 
development since it emerged as an organising force in world affairs in the mid-twentieth 
century. However, it is appropriate to qualify this characterisation by observing the limited 
degree of common vision shared by the variety of actors who have sustained this post-colonial 
project (Pieterse 1998). In particular, twentieth century development efforts -  at least until 
the "impasse" of the 1980s -  were deeply shaped by disagreement between proponents of 
capitalist modernisation, and Marxist and neo-Marxist perspectives that begin from the 
premise that incorporation into global markets can produce dependency and impoverishment 
rather than development (Schuurman 1993a:8, 2000; Payne and Phillips 2010:72).
In addition to fundamental disagreements such as this, innovation and divergent 
understandings of development have characterised the global development project since its 
inception (Pieterse 1998). This can be observed in the swift historical movement by 
international development agencies through a variety of approaches, from state-based 
modernisation approaches, neo-liberal policies of structural adjustment, the reworked aid 
conditionalities of the Washington consensus and more recent attention to good governance, 
human development and efforts to reduce global poverty as measured in the Millenium 
Development Goals (Sachs 2000:10). This suggests greater flexibility in aims and methods than 
characterisations of 'development hegemony' necessarily accede (Pieterse 1998).
Contemporary efforts to achieve development are also characterised by diversity, and 
specifically by the adoption of methodological approaches and conceptual insights formerly 
considered marginal. Some of these approaches and insights emerge from traditions critical of 
the developmental assumptions outlined above (Kothari 2002:46-47). This shift is highlighted 
in the uptake by certain influential agencies, for example the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP), of concepts such as human development and capacitation, which 
acknowledge poverty's social and political dimensions (Payne and Phillips 2010:12). The 
uptake of once-marginal approaches can also be seen in the adoption of participatory 
approaches to community development as commonplace components of poverty reduction 
programs (McGee 2002:94-96). These community-based approaches -  sometimes figured as 
progressive alternatives to a 'mainstream' of development -  themselves emerge from a 
complex heritage that includes not only traditions of popular organising and consciousness- 
raising, but also colonial and post-colonial attempts to create stable states and communities
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and to neutralise political dissent (Hickey and Mohan 2004b:8). In addition, the growth of 
community-based and participatory approaches has been informed by attempts since the 
1960s to reform a top-down development system (McGee 2002); and by a neo-liberal 
emphasis on strong local social institutions and networks as foundations for economic 
participation and growth (Hickey and Mohan 2004b:9). This has been accompanied by the 
expansion of NGOs as third sector organisations perceived to be both participatory and 
efficient (Hilhorst 2003:5). Western donors' focus on the benefits of decentralised governance 
has also contributed to the expansion of NGOs, which have come to play an important role as 
agencies that can encourage local participation in decentralised structures and processes 
(Hasselskog 2009). Together, these influences have made it possible for NGOs to take on a 
greater role as innovators and implementing agencies in the areas of local and community 
development since the 1980s and 1990s (Hilhorst 2003:5).
Underlying this diversity and flux, however, a fundamental confidence in the benefits of 
modernisation has lent consistency to the varied articulations of an identifiable mainstream in 
international development policy and practice. Though it has shifted over time in significant 
ways and takes distinct articulations in different places, this project of "modernisation as 
development" (Sonntag et al 2001:219) retains consistency in its premise that incorporation 
into global markets and adoption of the financial, economic, political, administrative and 
managerial systems employed in Western countries will deliver economic and social benefits 
to less wealthy and less internationally powerful nations where large proportions of 
populations experience poverty (Kothari and Minogue 2002:7; Pieterse 1998:74; King 
2006:141). Nonetheless, this mainstream has altered its approaches and projects in response 
to criticism (McGee 2002:93; Hulme 2008:339), and over the past decades has become 
increasingly permeated by agencies and actors who seek to retain a degree of alterity to the 
mainstream (Bebbington et al 2008:3-4; Pieterse 1998). In part, this trend reflects the 
influence of efforts to move beyond an impasse in development, which the next section of this 
chapter considers.
The review above has established that although an identifiable 'mainstream' continues to 
powerfully equate development with modernisation, the practice and theory of development 
have -  since their inception -  been contested, diverse and evolving. Of particular relevance to 
this research, once-marginal community-based and NGO-led methodologies have grown in 
prominence since the 1980s and 1990s to become accepted approaches at the disposal of 
development donors and agencies. Though these approaches are sometimes positioned as
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challenging, critiquing, and seeking to reform a global development project, they are also 
viewed by powerful donor and development agencies as useful tools for achieving aims such 
as decentralising governance and achieving efficient aid delivery. This suggests that different 
actors can attach various and even contradictory meanings to community-based interventions 
(Cornwall 2000, 2007b; Cornwall and Brock 2005). This research will engage these contested 
meanings by exploring how participants in NGO-led interventions in Cambodia perceive and 
use the resources, knowledge and opportunities that such interventions present. To provide a 
context for this exploration, it is necessary first to consider how the contemporary prominence 
of community-based approaches has been shaped by the "impasse" in development.
Debating the development impasse
The long-standing debate about development impasse centres on the critique that 
modernisation approaches have failed to achieve promised improvements for "less 
developed" places and people. This critique holds that despite (and in many accounts because 
of) decades of development assistance and economic modernisation, developing nations and 
their citizens have more often than not experienced maldevelopment rather than 
improvement (Corbridge 1990; Schuurman 1993a, 1993b; Rapley 1996; McMichael 1996; 
Schuurman 2000; Rivero 2001; Ziai 2007). By the 1980s this failure was evident in the 
increasing disparity between the richest and poorest in aid-receiving nations, and the widening 
gap between incomes in the global North and South. Importantly, this gap seemed 
insurmountable whether countries adopted a capitalist or state socialist path to development 
(Schuurman 1993a:10), as neither appeared better able to ameliorate the poverty, inequality, 
corruption and environmental damage that attended development, nor to reverse the 
significant decline in indicators of wellbeing in large parts of the developing world through the 
1980s (Slater 1993:93; Binns and Nel 2006:75; Schuurman 1993a:9).
The dominant theories of change appeared unable to respond adequately to this situation. The 
collapse of many socialist states challenged Marxist and Marxist-inspired theories (Schuurman 
1993a:10), leaving modernisation theories -  and after them theories of democratic transitions 
to capitalism and economic globalisation that directed interventions in many contexts 
including Cambodia -  as the apparent sole direction available to states, organisations and 
people seeking a path to development. Yet the benefits of capitalist economic growth, where 
it occurred, generally failed to trickle down as predicted from elites to citizens, let alone to the 
poorest (Rigg 1997:29). In addition these policy prescriptions in many instances, including in
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post-UNTAC Cambodia, led to a sharp increase in economic inequality and social polarisation, 
entrenching the poverty of the poorest people (Ear 2009:157).
The development impasse takes on particular characteristics in countries that have undergone 
transitions from state socialism to capitalism and liberal democracy since the 1990s. While 
there is a wide variety of national experiences of transition, in general liberal democratic 
institutions and capitalist economic management have been prerequisites for accessing 
development assistance from international organisations and Western bilateral donors. This 
has been the case in Cambodia since 1991 (Ear 2009:151; Slocomb 2010:235; Ayers 
2000b:165; Kent 2006:336). While characterised by extremes of state violence under the 
Democratic Kampuchea regime (1975-1979), protracted conflict (1962-1991) and international 
political intervention, Cambodia is nonetheless representative of many countries undergoing 
"transition", in that imposed democracy has established institutions and processes associated 
with liberal democracy, but has not engendered a democratic political culture or substantive 
democracy as desired by those who provided technical and financial advice to establish it 
(Öjendal and Lilja 2009:2; Hughes 2003:5; Hasselskog 2009:189-199). Such situations have 
been characterised as "hybrid democracies" (Diamond 2002:23) or "electoral authoritarian" 
regimes (Schedler 2010:70), in which democratic and autocratic characteristics mingle. In such 
contexts democratic norms and institutions are thought to remain weak in part due to their 
interaction with pre-existing political and social structures, in particular patron-client 
relationships. Such situations evidence both the dependency and resistance of local 
government elites, as they seek to benefit from imposed institutional forms (Hughes 2009:3; 
Ear 2009:151). A mixture of resistance, dependence and self-interest can curtail local elite 
efforts and aspirations for state and social development, and limit the possibilities for good 
governance (see Slocomb 2006:375, 2010:235).
Such debates about the character of governance in countries undergoing "transition" reflect 
wider uncertainties about the role of the state as a manager of the development process. In 
turn, these concerns are bound up in the debate over the development impasse (Schuurman 
1993a:10). The mid-twentieth century modernisation theories reflected a normative faith that 
the state could and should guide the process of national economic and social development 
(Payne and Phillips 2010:10; Rist 2002:43-46; Schuurman 2000:8). However, the autonomy of 
states to manage their own development is limited in a context characterised by donor 
conditionalities, politicised donor agendas, neo-liberal philosophies that have redefined the 
state as an enabler rather than driver of economic development; and a push toward
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internationally integrated financial, political and economic systems that is often perceived as 
inexorable (Schuurman 1993a:10). Additionally, concerns about the corruption and apparent 
venality of aid-receiving governments (including the Royal Government of Cambodia [RGC] 
that has been dominated by the Cambodian People's Party under Prime Minister Hun Sen 
since 1991) have cast doubt on the ability and the willingness of such elites to pursue a 
developmental agenda (Ayers 2000a:190-191). Indeed, aid-receiving states and elites may be 
characterised as anti-developmental in the sense of being unwilling and/or unable to deliver 
development outcomes, including those desired by donors (Hughes 2009:31). Bilateral donors 
sometimes regard NGOs as relatively more transparent, effective and accountable than aid- 
dependent governments, and this is one reason why these civil society organisations have 
come to play a more prominent role in international development since the 1990s (Crewe and 
Harrison 1998:5-6). This is the case in Cambodia, where NGOs receive significant donor funds 
to administer development programs, despite there being little evidence to suggest that NGOs 
are more efficient or effective in achieving poverty reduction than other development 
agencies in this context (O'Leary 2006:6).
This section has reviewed the "impasse" in development, establishing that this is a defining 
aspect of the terrain in which community development approaches have come to greater 
international prominence. Though critiques of impasse emerged in the 1980s, this review 
demonstrates that these arguments remain highly relevant to contemporary debates. This 
includes debates about the role, capacity and orientation of states and governments in 
countries that have undergone transitions to democracy and capitalism since the 1990s. This 
thesis engages these debates, by considering local perceptions and negotiations of NGO-led 
community interventions in Cambodia, a context in which participatory and local approaches 
to development have been imposed as part of a larger project of internationally mandated 
transition.
Conceptual impasses
In addition to these complexities, the impasse debate reflects the influence of critiques that 
call into question the assumption that development can and should be delivered to 'less 
developed' people and places, by those who are 'more developed'. Such critiques observe that 
the goal of development intervention is implicitly or explicitly a capitalist democratic consumer 
society (Nustad 2007:36; Booth 1993:50). In predetermining the endpoint of the development 
process in this way, development interventions not only deny the possibility of diverse paths
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of social change and improvement, they also construct the "less developed" as inferior and 
requiring assistance (Rahnema 1997:383-387), justifying the intervention of the powerful in 
the lives of the less powerful. This critique, associated with but not confined to post­
development theorists, positions the global development project as the most extreme 
extension of a flawed Western rationality that draws on an Enlightenment vision of progress as 
inherently desirable, and that mistakes particular European concepts of self and forms of social 
organisation as universal measures of humanity and the worth of societies (Ziai 2007:112). Rist 
(2002), in an account sympathetic to this perspective, argues that the idea of development -  
that is, that permanent improvement in all spheres of life is both desirable and possible -  is so 
central to the modern Western worldview that it can be usefully understood as a powerful 
motivating faith. This analysis draws attention to the non-rational values that may animate 
what often appears a highly rational or technical exercise, and assists in explaining the 
apparently deep appeal that the practice of development intervention holds for those who 
participate in this endeavour, despite the evidence demonstrating its flaws and failings (Rist 
2002:1). It also demonstrates that attention to emotion, belief and conviction can add 
significant value to the analysis of development's processes and outcomes.
Critiques emerging from feminist and sustainable development perspectives add further 
complexity to the impasse debate. Sustainable development critiques have long underscored 
that a modernisation vision of development is unachievable, given the environment's finite 
capacity to meet ever-growing consumption demands (Hamilton 2005; Greig et al 2007:188).
In the Cambodian context for example, the imperative of rapid economic development takes 
priority over the sustainable management of natural resources, with deleterious impacts on 
communities reliant on the natural resources of forests, rivers and small agricultural 
landholdings for their livelihoods, and leading to their "rampant dispossession" (Hughes 
2006:467). Indeed, the privatisation of customary shared land and resources in order to 
encourage economic development has contributed to rising rates of landlessness. Households 
without access to land now comprise more than 20 per cent of Cambodia's rural population, 
compared with 13 per cent in 1997 (IMF 2004; Guimbert 2010). In one area where research for 
this thesis took place (Sambor district in Kratie), 56,000 hectares of land have been granted in 
economic concessions to large scale commercial interests, for current or future agribusiness 
production, primarily rubber and cashew plantations (Cornford and La 2010). This has limited 
access to customary water, forest and land resources in many villages. In addition, new legal 
frameworks designed to protect biodiverse areas further restrict the livelihood activities of 
customary users (Van Acker 2010). This situation illustrates the sharp conflicts that are
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occurring between economic development and human development, and between livelihood 
protection and biodiversity protection, in northeastern Cambodia particularly (Hughes 
2006:467; Van Acker 2010).
Feminist critiques have demonstrated that women form another group that has been largely 
excluded from development initiatives and policies, with negative consequences not only for 
women but for national development (Moser 2005). This position is primarily associated with 
the liberal feminist "women in development" arguments that came to prominence in the 
1970s, but remains influential in contemporary development planning and thinking (Kothari 
2002:43). Feminist critics have also demonstrated that a gender analysis of development and 
underdevelopment is required in order to ensure that policies and interventions acknowledge 
and respond to the gendered causes and experience of poverty. The latter position is 
associated with the "gender and development" approach that has moved from the margins to 
the mainstream of development practice since the 1990s, with particular influence on 
community-based interventions (Moser 2005; Kothari 2002:43). However, as discussed in 
greater detail later in this chapter, this shift has not necessarily had the empowering outcomes 
for women that proponents of gender analysis had intended.
The discussion above has detailed three major critiques that add complexity to debates about 
development impasse. The first of these is that the global development project assumes the 
superiority of one particular model of progress, which culminates in Western-style 
modernisation. The second is the presumption that this goal can be achieved without 
overburdening the capacity of the natural environment. The third is that development theory 
and practice have, in the main, and despite the recent trend toward gender analysis, excluded 
women and responded inadequately to gender inequalities. This research will engage these 
critiques by exploring how men and women engage with community-based interventions that 
are intended to encourage women's empowerment and sustainable development in the 
Cambodian context, where, as the discussion above shows, the "contradictions between 
environment and development, economic growth and conservation, are visible" (Bryant and 
Parnwell 1996:2; Hughes 2006:467), and are particularly sharply drawn in the biodiverse and 
economically valuable northeast.
Locating community and local participation
Despite accusations of impasse, stagnation and failure over the last 30 years, the practice and 
theory of development have become increasingly diverse (Pieterse 2010:84; Payne and Phillips
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2010:3). A theme that has united this diversity is an emphasis on local, participatory and 
community-based solutions. Binns and Nel (1999:75) argue that the reaction of both 
practitioners and theorists to the development impasse has been to "focus attention on 
strategies which build upon local knowledge, skills and resources", and to attend to "culturally 
unique aspirations ... rather than striving to impose an inflexible set of ideologies and goals". 
Thus a diverse range of community and local development strategies are characterised by their 
local scale of implementation and their focus on local participation in and management of 
initiatives. To various degrees these approaches seek to challenge the power relations that 
produce poverty (McGee 2002; Sillitoe 2002).
Such approaches commonly position participation in externally-supported and community- 
based forums, processes and organisations as being compatible with and encouraging mutual 
assistance, social protection and the democratic participation of people normally excluded 
from decision making (Hickey and Mohan 2004a:62; Cornwall 2002; Blair 2000:21-25). 
Participation's promise is that such engagement will reduce poverty by allowing communities 
to use their own resources and knowledge to achieve a more viable future -  one that is more 
economically and ecologically sustainable, where support is available to the poorest, where 
leadership is democratic and communities are cohesive. In addition, women will be supported 
to articulate and achieve their aspirations, and to participate in formal and informal politics 
(Biddulph 2000; Edwards and Sen 2000:610-615; Van Acker 2010:66). Reflecting the analysis 
that exclusion from decision-making, from participation in community processes and from 
governance structures is symptomatic of the powerlessness that constitutes poverty, such 
goals are considered to create the preconditions for disempowered people to become 
empowered. However, as Kabeer (1999:437) cautions, having the right preconditions does not 
necessarily deliver empowerment itself. Nonetheless van Aalst et al (2008:168) express the 
general rationale for such approaches as follows:
An important part of the purpose ... is ... to catalyse a process that empowers the 
people in the community and supports their capacity to alter their own situation. 
Through engagement with the grass roots, the activities that emerge will have the 
people's 'ownership' and participation, be based on trust and therefore have 
more chance of success.
Such approaches are often associated with the influential work of Robert Chambers, who from 
the mid-1970s has advocated "reversals of power" in the relationships between expert 
development managers and the people who are the intended beneficiaries of development 
intervention (Chambers 1974, 1983, 1994, 1997, 2005). The participatory methodologies
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developed and inspired by this perspective seek to identify and to employ local people's 
knowledge and skills to direct the process of local development, including through 
participation in community-based institutions and processes for development. This perspective 
is associated with a wide range of approaches including community-led research, participatory 
mapping, participatory management, and the kinds of peer support and microfinance CBOs 
studied in this research (Chambers 1997; McGee 2002:99). Such methodologies seek to move 
beyond "impasse" by reorienting development interventions away from a top-down paradigm 
that privileges the knowledge and status of powerful outsiders towards interventions that are 
more responsive to participants' understandings and priorities (Chambers 1997:200-220; 
Williams 2004:560). This research analyses the ways in which such approaches are used, 
perceived and negotiated by participants in interventions. In so doing it investigates the extent 
to which participatory and community-based approaches succeed in their aim of making 
development intervention more equitable and empowering.
The critical literature identifies numerous factors that complicate and limit the empowerment 
goal of community-based approaches. One such factor is that contemporary community-based 
practices are influenced by a variety of political projects and emerge from diverse antecedents, 
not all of them compatible with empowerment. Among these various influences, 
contemporary community-based practices are informed by the concept of autonomous 
development; that is, that people should be able to determine diverse paths to development 
that suit local situations, rather than having these paths determined by the politics of donor 
expectations (Li 2007:8; Schuurman 2000:9). Participatory and community-based approaches 
also emerge from a broad-based alternative development movement that came to 
prominence in the 1970s. This movement challenged the predominance of purely economic 
indicators of growth and development, particularly in neo-liberal understandings of 
development (Payne and Phillips 2010:120). Community-based methodologies also emerged 
from radical understandings of development as a process of consciousness-raising and critical 
reflection on the power relations that produce poverty, most often associated with Paulo 
Freire (McGee 2002:94; Chambers 2005:9). Some contemporary approaches to participation 
explicitly seek to connect participation in local, project-based interventions to broader projects 
of citizenship and political change (Hickey and Mohan 2004a:61, 65).
However, community development approaches also draw on a longer history of colonial and 
post-colonial interventions designed to achieve popular support for colonial, and later nation 
building, projects (Pieterse 2010:75; Greig et al 2007:234). Hickey and Mohan (2004b:3-5), for
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example, trace community development's origins to efforts by British colonial administrations 
to enlist popular support and participation in national economic development efforts. Rist 
(1997:57-58) observes similar practices in French colonial Indochina, where the establishment 
of model farms, farmer education programs and village credit associations were commonplace 
aspects of colonial administration in the 1890s -  methods not uncommon to contemporary 
international development interventions in the region. In contexts including these, attention to 
local participation in development was variously intended to improve agricultural production, 
to increase surplus extraction, to produce effective local structures for governance and to 
neutralise potential popular dissatisfaction with power holders by more widely distributing 
some of development's benefits. While contemporary community development interventions 
are often presented in terms of their progressive and even emancipatory goals, these diverse 
antecedents suggest the very wide range of political goals that can be pursued through such 
interventions (Williams 2004; Cornwall and Brock 2005; Hickey and Mohan 2004b). These 
diverse influences bring to light a defining tension for such approaches, namely that they 
emerge from two distinct traditions, one intending to deliver top-down interventions more 
effectively and another seeking to encourage grassroots organising for change, often in 
opposition to top-down power (McGee 2002). This produces a "curiously hybrid practice that 
awkwardly, and sometimes unconvincingly, embodie[s] both of these meanings 
simultaneously" (Shaw 2008:26). Following chapters will explore how people make meaning of 
and find value in such "curiously hybrid" interventions, in rural Cambodian contexts.
The ro le  o /N G O s
As discussed earlier in this chapter, one reason why community-based and participatory 
approaches have become more prominent is that these approaches, and the NGOs often 
engaged in delivering them, are not uncommonly perceived to be particularly effective and 
efficient. While community-based methodologies are employed by a range of actors, including 
multilateral and government agencies, participatory and community-based methods are 
frequently associated with NGOs, not only because many influential local and community 
development methodologies (group-based microfinance, for example) were initiated by NGOs, 
but because NGOs are often engaged by donors to implement these approaches (Kilby 
2011:7). By virtue of their status as civil society agencies, NGOs are often regarded as more 
responsive to the needs and priorities of local communities than the state or multinational 
agencies (Ebrahim 2001; Curtis 1998:134; Kilby 2011:43). As a result, NGO development work 
has become imbued with particular emancipatory promise (Hilhorst 2003:5). In the Cambodian
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case the growth of a local NGO sector is sometimes also regarded as evidence of a developing 
civil society and therefore an indicator of social development in itself.
By contrast pessimistic narratives regard NGOs as producing deeper dysfunctions in state- 
society relationships. In particular, NGOs are regarded as weakening state authority. This can 
occur when donor funds are directed toward NGOs in preference to government agencies, as 
has happened in the Cambodian experience, particularly during the 1980s, the UNTAC and 
immediate post-UNTAC period (Ear 2009:156; Jarvik 2007:230; Curtis 1998). Non-government 
organisations have come to greater prominence since the 1980s and 1990s in part because 
development approaches have been strongly influenced by neo-liberalism, and have 
positioned NGOs as appropriate vehicles for the delivery of functions that might otherwise be 
undertaken by governments. As a result, NGOs and their local development approaches are 
sometimes understood as representative of neo-liberalism or as extending its influence 
(Hilhorst 2003). Non-government organisations' greater incorporation into relationships with 
development donors since the 1980s is also critiqued as having reduced them to service­
delivering mechanisms (Dagnino 2008:57), limiting their freedom to innovate, to challenge 
power relationships and to respond flexibly to specific local needs. A similar but sharper 
critique holds that as a result of this incorporation, NGOs have altogether lost the 
characteristic openness to local knowledge and perspectives that made them successful. These 
organisations are therefore seen as inadvertently reproducing the same hierarchical 
relationships that characterise 'mainstream' development (Cooke and Kothari 2001). In an 
example of this critique, Mowbray (2010:il32) argues that community-based approaches have 
become "effectively about containment and control" of local people's perceptions and 
responses to development intervention.
Additionally, while NGOs are sometimes associated with efficiency and transparency, the rapid 
growth in size and numbers of these organisations since the 1980s, and in Cambodia since the 
1990s, has been criticised as producing an unwieldy, inefficient and unaccountable framework 
for the delivery of development assistance. Critics see a myriad of small organisations whose 
work is uncoordinated and frequently duplicated (Hilhorst 2003; Curtis 1998). This critique can 
with justification be levelled at NGO work in Cambodia, in particular during the 1980s and 
1990s, when there was very limited co-operation between the Cambodian government and 
NGOs and their international bilateral and multilateral donors (Curtis 1998:134-138). Yet at the 
same time, NGOs stand accused of extending the power of the state (Nagar and Raju 2003) 
because they deliver services on behalf of the state or in co-operation with the state. This
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research explores the contested relationship between state, NGOs and communities by 
exploring how participants in NGO schemes in rural Cambodia perceive and use the resources 
and information that these interventions deliver.
This discussion has drawn attention to the various perceptions that exist of NGOs' roles and 
the challenges these organisations face. These debates indicate the variety of expectations 
that are attached to these agencies, the contradictory imperatives that can drive their work 
and the unintended outcomes their work may create. Such factors help to explain why 
community-based approaches have tended to underperform in poverty alleviation (Sunderlin 
2006), including in the Cambodian context where they have been found in general to be 
"neither participatory, empowering or focused on the poor" (O'Leary 2006:1). Such dynamics 
characterise the terrain in which people engage with development interventions, and which 
following chapters explore.
Complicating empowerment and participation
While community development interventions generally seek to achieve outcomes that may be 
described as empowering, practitioners and development planners rarely define what this 
concept means, or articulate it in terms of a clear analysis of what power is and how it 
operates (Kilby 2011:43; Batliwala 2007). In practice, empowerment is often presumed to 
result from people's participation. It is seen as a result that can be delivered by an external 
agency rather than an outcome to be achieved by individuals or groups. A state of 
empowerment is thus often rendered by development agencies as the necessary outcome of 
participation, rather than a social process that requires people to challenge and to change 
relationships (Cornwall 2007b:150). Additionally, community development practice generally, 
and often implicitly, positions empowerment as a common good that is shared rather than 
contested within a presumed collectivity such as a community, or women within a community 
(Kabeer 2011). Gujit and Shah (1998) argue that community development implies certain 
understandings of what community is, in particular that people who share a defined 
geographical area also share (or should share) a common identity and aspirations for change.
However, such apparent collectivities, rather than necessarily being a "unit of solution" 
(Checkoway 2011:ii5) are just as readily characterised by inequalities, conflicts and divergent 
priorities. Similarly, interventions that recognise existing inequalities within communities, for 
example, between men and women, may nonetheless presume a common identity and
31
commonality of interests that do not necessarily exist within a marginalised group (Cornwall 
2007a:156; Cleaver 2001; Parpart 1993; Mohan 2001:159). Thus, while community 
development tends to assume a virtuous spiral of individual, household and community 
empowerment, this is often not the case. In fact any one of these goals may work against the 
others as people presumed by intervening agencies to share common interests contest the 
benefits delivered by development assistance (Kilby 2011; Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996).
For example, community interventions commonly seek to encourage women's participation, 
but this in itself may produce a range of gendered complexities. Women's participation in 
community interventions has been driven in part by recognition of their particular vulnerability 
to poverty and powerlessness (Kothari 2002; Ministry of Women's Affairs 2009). However, it is 
also often assumed that working with women will more efficiently deliver development 
outcomes (Mayoux 1999), one reason being that women in some contexts have been found 
"more likely [than men] to spend the majority of their incomes improving the family situation" 
(Chhay 2011:1122). This efficiency-based approach to women has contributed to a widespread 
reduction of gender analysis (which is about gender relationships, gendered power and the 
roles of women and men) to mean, simply, women's participation (Kothari 2002, Mayoux 
2003:4). The potential tension between empowerment and efficiency goals can be seen, for 
example, in group-based microcredit schemes, in which women are often targeted because of 
their apparently better repayment rate and an assessment that women are more likely than 
men to invest in the wellbeing of their children (Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996; Batliwala 2007). 
However, women's participation does not necessarily mean that they will achieve greater 
control of resources or decision-making within their households (Cornwall 2007b:157; Kabeer 
1999:443). In this sense participation does not necessarily deliver empowerment (Mayoux 
2003).
Moreover, certain kinds of participation may expose women to particular forms of gendered 
risk and compound the powerlessness that is characteristic of poverty. For example, Mayoux 
(1998, 1999), Rahman (1999) and Goetz and Sen Gupta (1996) have found that a significant 
minority of women who take part in microcredit schemes experience increased vulnerability to 
domestic violence. This can occur, for example, when husbands or other men use violence in 
household disputes about how loans should be used or managed, or when men strongly resist 
women's control of decisions relating to loans. Women are also vulnerable to exclusion from 
social networks if they cannot repay microcredit loans, particularly when women and 
households are required to guarantee one another's loans, as is common practice in such
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schemes (Mayoux 2000a, 2000b; Cornwall 2007b). Additionally, participation in community 
development schemes, while intended to increase women's access to resources and decision­
making, also increases the burdens on women's often undervalued labour and time; and may 
rely on women's relative inability to refuse to participate (Kabeer 2001; Kilby 2011; Goetz and 
Sen Gupta 1996). Thus, schemes intended to produce solidarity and mutual support may in 
fact deepen existing inequalities, and in particular, compound rather than ameliorate 
gendered inequalities (Nagar and Raju 2003; Mayoux 2003:4). Therefore close analytical 
attention to the negotiation of resources and risk within households is crucial to 
understanding the dynamics by which empowerment is achieved or averted in community 
development (Kabeer 2011). This research employs this approach, in order to assess the extent 
to which women's participation in community development in Cambodian contexts can be 
considered to be empowering, and to add to knowledge about how men and women negotiate 
community development's opportunities, risks and resources.
A further critique of community-based approaches argues that as both participation and 
empowerment have been widely adopted as aims by development agencies, their meanings 
have been diminished. Empowerment has come to be associated with what may be described 
as "weak" or "shallow" forms of participation such as consultation and information giving 
(Cornwall 2008:270; Arnstein 1969). These do not create the conditions under which 
participants may control processes or outcomes. In fact, like women's involvement in 
microfinance schemes, participation in community development is usually dismissed as 
"functional" in the sense of achieving efficiency outcomes (Cornwall 2008:271), rather than 
empowering. However, as Cornwall (2008:273) points out, even these forms of participation, 
which may be normatively considered to be lesser or less genuine than others, can create 
possibilities for change, transformation, improvement -  even empowerment -  since "even the 
most nominal forms of participation can give citizens a foot in the door". Just as interventions 
that seek to empower may disempower, interventions that, whether by design or flawed 
implementation, do not prioritise empowerment may nonetheless create its conditions (White 
1996; Williams 2004). This research considers whether this may be the case in rural 
Cambodian settings.
The critiques outlined above underscore the analytical utility of conceptualising empowerment 
as a "multidimensional process of change, rather than a final destination" (Kabeer 2011:449). 
This process can involve change in both awareness of opportunities and access to resources, 
and is negotiated and obtained within the context of social relationships. While these
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relationships may be characterised by inequalities, they can nonetheless also be the context in 
which change, transformation and even empowerment happen (Kabeer 2011). A relational and 
process-oriented understanding of empowerment contrasts with the view that empowerment 
is primarily an individual good achieved through purposive and goal-oriented individual 
choices. Cornwall (2007b: 158) argues the case for a relational understanding of empowerment 
as follows:
Seeing poor women as individuals who pursue entirely independent and goal- 
oriented strategies, as is often the case in discourses on 'empowerment' and 
'choice' in development, is to deny the complexities of their relationships and the 
contingencies of lived experience ... Women's claims and entitlements are 
constantly refigured in relation to those of others.
This approach leaves open the possibility that solidarity, collectivity and empowerment can be 
created, renegotiated or broken down by people's experiences within community 
development contexts. As Mayoux (2000a) observes, empowerment must be defined by 
women themselves rather than external agencies. A relational approach to empowerment 
allows that women's (and men's) understanding of what constitutes empowerment is shaped 
by and emerges within particular and changing social contexts. This thesis employs a relational 
understanding of empowerment to analyse what women and men in rural Cambodian settings 
understand empowerment to mean and what utility this concept holds; to explore whether 
and how women negotiate a process of empowerment in this context, within relationships 
that are significant to them; and to enquire whether NGO community interventions assist or 
hinder this process.
Community development and social hierarchies
Community-based approaches to development, like all externally-led interventions, may fail to 
recognise the complex ways in which community structures produced by intervention 
interrelate with existing systems of local social organisation. For example both Mosse (2001) 
and Vighen and Sarouen (1996) demonstrate that participatory community interventions are 
prone to incorporation into existing patron-client networks in contexts where such systems 
operate, including in rural Cambodia. As a result, interventions become vulnerable to 
"capture" by local elites, reducing their capacity to deliver assistance to the poorest (Milne and 
Adams 2012). Research on women's group-based microfinance has similarly found that 
participation can replicate and strengthen existing patron-client relationships, delivering 
resources along hierarchical lines (Cornwall 2007a, 2007b). This further entrenches the
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dependency of the poorest and runs counter to the empowering intention of such 
interventions. These dynamics can be seen in the Cambodian context. For example, Lilja (2009) 
found in ethnographic research with women members of Commune Councils (CCs), that their 
participation tended to reflect and enhance the social status of their families, specifically their 
husbands, rather than allowing them to gain or use their own political voice, "as women" 
(Cornwall 2007b:150).
In addition, other studies have found that community interventions can become caught up in 
the apparatus and politics of the state, specifically political patronage networks, in unexpected 
and unhelpful ways. For example, Milne and Adams (2012) describe NGO-supported CBOs for 
sustainable natural resource management, which became dominated by powerful political 
interests in the form of the village and commune representatives of the Cambodian People's 
Party. These local power holders were involved in illegal logging on customary village land, but 
participated in and indeed dominated the new resource management organisations created by 
NGOs. In this way these actors sought to position themselves as apparently legitimate 
spokespeople for the community on environmental management matters, and to hide or 
silence the perspectives and interests of most villagers. This scenario highlights the risk that 
NGO interventions intended to empower marginalised people may in fact reinscribe existing 
inequalities, because these interventions are vulnerable to co-option by local elites and by the 
local apparatus of the state. Such conflicts present significant barriers to achieving 
empowering community development outcomes. Therefore, in exploring local negotiations of 
community development intervention, this research seeks to remain alert to the possibility of 
elite capture and the potentially disempowering involvement of the local state in interventions 
intended to improve the situation of marginalised people.
Much of the critical literature about participation aims to reveal the hidden or latent workings 
of participatory and community development approaches. Although not necessarily 
unsympathetic to the post-"impasse" participatory turn in development, this literature draw 
attention to the various ways in which participatory approaches can (often unintentionally) 
extend development hegemony. Influenced by an array of post-development, alternative 
development, neo-Marxist and feminist analyses, these critiques hold that participatory and 
community development approaches extend the control that development institutions have 
over the daily lives of people, with pernicious rather than empowering consequences (see for 
example Ferguson 1990; Cooke and Kothari 2001). Such accounts hold that the relationships of 
dependence that characterise all development assistance may be obscured, even to
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practitioners, by a veneer of participation (Kothari 2001). For example, the formation of CBOs 
can entrench people's dependence on NGOs as intermediary organisations rather than 
becoming genuine people's organisations for solidarity and change (Kilby 2011). People's 
energy may be diverted from existing or emerging forms of spontaneous social organisation 
and activism toward goals and structures predetermined by outsiders (Rogaly 1996). Thus such 
approaches may disempower, even as they seek to empower (Shaw 2011:129).
These critiques proceed from the principles that development intervention may not be in the 
interests of impoverished people and places, and that the concept and practice of 
participation must be interrogated. This effort has drawn attention to the ways in which power 
works in and through institutions, language and intervention to normalise and extend the 
control wielded by development institutions and ideologies over participating people (for 
example, Ferguson 1990; Scott 1985, 1990; Baistow 1994; Escobar 1995; Rist 2002; Li 2007). 
This perspective challenges the pro-participation claim that improved forms of popular 
involvement will reform top-down development intervention, by allowing participants to 
determine processes and outcomes. In contrast the critiques reviewed above regard 
participatory interventions as replicating and extending the same relationships of domination 
that characterise top-down development interventions (Williams 2004). This research 
contributes to this inquiry, by exploring how women and men in rural Cambodian contexts 
employ, contest, perceive and negotiate community-based and NGO-led interventions.
Conceptualising local responses to intervention
Viewed from the critical perspectives detailed in the previous section, it is not surprising that 
the local response to development intervention is seen to be primarily one of resistance. For 
example, advocates of 'post-development' reject the notion that people in the global South 
require development intervention. Instead of advocating 'improved' or 'more participatory' 
interventions, they argue that those with an interest in global justice should turn their efforts 
to supporting popular resistance to development that might be expressed, say, in some new 
social movements (Escobar 2008:21). While not all social movements that reject development 
embrace the values of social equity and diversity lauded in post-development (Ziai 2007:7; 
Nanda 1999:20), evidence of popular resistance to development can also be found in less overt 
forms. Resistance may be expressed, for example, through tacit strategies of non-compliance, 
subversion and subtle resistance.
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These "weapons of the weak" (Scott 1985, 1990) can be observed in the Cambodian case. For 
example, there was popular rural non-compliance with the efforts of colonial administration in 
the early 1900s to improve rice yields for surplus extraction (Slocomb 2010:43), and a parallel 
can be drawn with lacklustre popular participation in the policy of agricultural collectivisation 
continued briefly by the State of Cambodia in the 1980s, after the end of the Democratic 
Kampuchea period. This situation was similar to Kerkvliet and Porter's (1995:26) description of 
rural responses to collectivisation in neighbouring southern Vietnam, where resistance was 
"conveyed not through ... political protest but through ... unobtrusive foot dragging". 
Ultimately, the policy of collectivisation in Cambodia was abandoned in response to a 
concerted popular return to household and family farming (Slocomb 2010:225).
Though various examples of resistance to and rejection of development intervention can be 
readily identified, it is increasingly acknowledged that development intervention may prompt 
a range of responses. These include but are not limited to resistance. Negotiation, 
contestation, adoption, acceptance, ambivalence and enthusiasm may arise in different 
circumstances (Crewe and Harrison 1998:18). Indeed, popular attitudes to development may 
equally reflect a demand for, rather than a rejection of, development, if development is 
understood as access to justice, opportunity, rights, employment or livelihood (Schuurman 
1993a:27). This demand may also be reflected in the daily aspirations of many people who are 
excluded from the development process, whether or not they are part of an identifiable social 
movement (Rigg 1997:126-135; Corbridge 1990).
Despite this acknowledgement of diverse responses to intervention, relatively less attention 
has been directed toward understanding how the people who are the targets of this attention 
engage with, make sense of and use the language, meanings and practices of participatory 
development (Klenk 2004). Many finely drawn studies detail how the dynamics of 
development produce a gap at the local level between the aims of empowerment and 
participation held by the intervening agency, on one hand, and the disempowering realities of 
implementation on the other (for example, Kabeer 1999, 2001, 2011; Dill 2009; Mosse 1994; 
and more optimistically Walker et al 2007). However, there remains relatively little empirical 
research, including in Cambodia, which begins by enquiring how people perceive and use the 
community-based approaches that have grown ubiquitous even as they have come under 
greater critical scrutiny (although, for rural perceptions of development intervention generally 
in Cambodia, see Gourley 2009; Lilja 2009; Pearson 2011b; O'Leary 2006, and below).
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Where such matters are addressed, the popular response to intervention is often 
conceptualised in terms of participants' logic, rationality and measured action. People appear 
in this literature, for example, taking responsibility for managing community-based 
interventions; organising committees and meetings; or carefully and rationally judging the 
relative risk, benefit and time investment demanded by participation, trading off the potential 
loss and gain of taking part (Kabeer 2001). Other accounts draw attention to the ways in which 
people systematically undermine the aims of intervening agencies, for example by exerting 
their strategic and subtle non-compliance (Scott 1985,1990), or by rejecting externally- 
imposed forms of development as irrelevant to their aspirations or negatively impacting on 
their ways of living (Escobar 2007).
However, this focus on logical, rational and purposive action may inadvertently downplay a 
fuller register of responses that extends to non-rational as well as rational action, and in which 
a range of emotions and attitudes to intervention are also regarded as valid and meaningful.
As Derks (2008) observes in relation to the experience of young Khmer women working in 
Cambodia's new development-oriented urban industries such as garment manufacturing, 
development can produce opportunities for individuals, groups and communities to explore, 
experiment and experience novel interactions with new contexts, ideas, lifestyles and 
identities. This may be characterised as much by sociability, enjoyment and indeed fun as by 
careful, rational, assessment of risks and benefits associated with development. Le Vine (2010) 
also draws attention to the role that emotion plays in people's experiences of development 
and change, observing that collective grief powerfully defines daily life and identity for 
survivors of war in rural Cambodia. Yet, apart from the assertion that legacies of conflict inhibit 
the development of Cambodian civil society (O'Leary and Meas 2001; Knowles 2009), there 
has been little empirical consideration of how emotions and attitudes shaped by such 
experiences, might inter-relate with or shape everyday rural participation in Cambodian 
community development. This suggests that further exploration of the emotional and 
attitudinal experience -  as well as the rationality -  of participation can assist in understanding 
the dynamics of participation in Cambodian development interventions. This thesis makes a 
contribution in this area through empirical alertness to the emotional experience of 
participation in two NGO interventions in rural Cambodian contexts. To set the scene for the 
exploration of such matters that follows in Chapters Five to Eight, this chapter now turns to 
consider the context in which community interventions take place in contemporary rural 
Cambodia.
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Development, transition and impasse in Cambodia
Many of the aspects of development impasse described in this chapter are echoed in the 
Cambodian experience since the 1990s. Cambodia is distinct, however, in having been one of 
the first states to undergo a specific form of international post-conflict intervention led by 
Western countries and the UN and involving military peace-keeping, humanitarian assistance 
and the organisation of democratic elections. Reflecting a post-Cold War scenario in which 
capitalism and democracy were considered requisite for the stability and development of 
"problematic states" (and in which the UN adopted a newly interventionist stance in achieving 
these goals), the UNTAC intervention of 1992-1993 that brought to an end three decades of 
conflict in Cambodia set the template for official development assistance to Cambodia. 
Contemporary development assistance from Western donors continues to be framed in terms 
of a "triple transition" from autocracy to democracy; war to peace; and centrally-planned 
economy to free market (Hughes 2003:2-3; UNDP 2009:1).
Narratives of "triple transition" position democracy and capitalism as central to reconstructing 
Cambodian society and economy. Thus even as Western donors seek to phase out post­
conflict assistance to Cambodia after more than twenty years (Pearson 2011a), their financial 
and technical assistance is still presented as necessary to overcoming the "very low base of 
development" (UNDP 2009:1) produced by decades of war and civil conflict. This produced 
impoverishment and depleted administrative, governance and bureaucratic capacities. In 
particular, the brutality of the Khmer Rouge attempt to radically reconfigure Cambodian 
society along agrarian socialist lines left a debilitating legacy. In addition to the legacy of low 
human capital for development (Chhay and Pearson 2006; UNDP 2009), the experience of 
living under conditions of conflict, autocracy and deprivation produced widespread 
psychosocial trauma among survivors (Ovesen et al 1996; Frings 1994; Meas 2003). As Vaughn 
(2010:152) argues, experiences of conflict not only "fragment social networks, relationships 
and systems of trust", they also "activate or exacerbate systems of mistrust and fear". There is 
general agreement in the literature that protracted conflict and in particular the systematic 
Democratic Kampuchea effort to overturn existing forms of social organisation contributed to 
a breakdown of social norms and solidarity, as well as to an atomisation of society that stymies 
local and community reconstruction and development (Ovesen et al 1996; O'Leary 2007a).
However, as Kobayashi illustrates, patterns of social continuity before and after this period are 
also strong (Kobayashi 2005:273). Zucker (2006:336) points out that the extent to which rural 
solidarity, norms of mutuality and trust have been affected varies considerably from place to
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place. In addition, a lack of trust and solidarity within Cambodian communities is attributable 
not only to the Democratic Kampuchea period. Indeed, it may also be produced by very rapid 
economic and social change in the post-communist period of transition (O'Leary 2007a; 
Krisnamurthy 1999). Thus while there is general agreement that Democratic Kampuchea and 
protracted conflict have negatively impacted social trust and social capital, disagreement 
remains about the extent to which a state of social atomisation actually exists, and whether 
this purported state primarily reflects the impact of conflict, Democratic Kampuchea, rapid 
development since the UNTAC period, or all three. (In addition, as the discussion below shows, 
some accounts propose that a state of low trust reflects the influence of Khmer culture and 
tradition.) This thesis engages this debate by exploring how participants in two NGO-supported 
schemes perceive, negotiate and enact trust and distrust in daily settings shaped by 
development intervention (see Chapter Six).
While the standard narrative of official development assistance presents a donor-supported 
transition to capitalism and democracy as delivering solutions to poverty and overcoming the 
legacies of war and autocracy, a number of new development challenges have evolved in the 
post-UNTAC period. These reflect the particular focus -  and flaws -  of UNTAC and post-UNTAC 
development intervention. Since the 1990s, a specific Cambodian impasse has emerged and 
deepened, characterised by a range of factors. These include: persistent poverty despite rapid 
economic growth; rapidly widening inequality (Ballard et al 2007); the breakdown of social 
support mechanisms, even as new opportunities for social and economic participation are 
created, including in NGO-supported community interventions (So 2010; O'Leary 2007a); and 
the autocratic expression of state power as well as state-society tensions that persist despite 
new processes for civil and political participation (Ear 2012; Hughes 2003).
In part, these challenges reflect Cambodia's rapid transition to capitalism. While a shift toward 
open markets and private property began in the mid-1980s, the monetisation and 
marketisation of economy and society were rapidly intensified during and after the 1990s 
(Slocomb 2010:230). The sudden, large scale infusion of donor funds for development projects 
during UNTAC, the creation of service industries to cater for an international development 
industry, and the later evolution of industries such as construction, tourism and garment 
manufacturing, have produced new social as well as economic dynamics. Economic transition 
has also produced widening inequalities. This is most pronounced in urban areas where the 
wealth of a small and powerful elite is conspicuous and there is a modest middle class.
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However, the gap between the better off and the poorest has also expanded in rural areas 
(Van Acker 2010:25-26; Sophal and Acharya 2002).
A growing consumer culture, increased rural to urban migration, and intensifying inequality 
have stretched the capacity of mutual assistance mechanisms such as labour share, which can 
provide a degree of social protection to poorer households (Tong 2010; FitzGerald et al 2007). 
An estimated 30-40 per cent of the rural population continues to live in poverty nationally 
(Takahashi 2005:442). Though this is less than the estimated 50 per cent or higher during the 
early 1990s, the decline in poverty rates has been extremely slow when considering the 
economic growth rates of an average 6.5 per cent per annum in the 1990s (Takahashi 
2005:442) and up to 8 per cent per annum over the decade to 2012, even accounting for the 
contraction of growth from 2009 as a result of the GFC (Jalilian and Reyes 2010). Indeed, 
poverty reduction efforts have been very limited in large parts of rural Cambodia and virtually 
non-existent in many areas of the countryside (Ledgerwood 1998:33; O'Leary 2007a). While 
increasing ownership of consumption items and rural households' growing investment in 
children's schooling indicate an improvement in life since the end of the conflicts of the 1980s 
and early 1990s, rates of food poverty remain very high, with more than 50 per cent of rural 
households experiencing hunger in Prey Veng province, for example (UN World Food 
Programme 2013b). The UNDP (2009) found it impossible to identity whether the situation of 
the rural poor had improved since the 1980s, while Ear (2009) has pointed to increased rates 
of maternal and child mortality since the 1990s. Additionally Van Acker (2010:5) draws 
attention to rapidly rising rates of landlessness, tenure insecurity and land scarcity. These data 
suggest that the experience of rural people remains characterised by vulnerability and ongoing 
poverty, even though peace, relative political stability and economic growth have delivered 
benefits. This research considers what possibilities and limits exist for poverty reduction and 
empowerment, in this context.
These changes also have a gender dynamic. Women experience particular vulnerability to 
poverty, with households headed by women especially over-represented among the poorest 
(Ministry of Women's Affairs 2009). While these households are diverse (including single 
women, unmarried mothers, women who have separated, divorced or been abandoned by 
their husbands), gendered vulnerability to poverty cuts across these differences, reflecting 
persistent gender inequalities and the low status of women in contemporary Khmer society 
(Giles 2004; FitzGerald 2007; Indochina Research Limited 2005). Additionally, women's 
vulnerability to poverty reflects the gender imbalance in the population of middle-aged people
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in particular, with a 4:3 ratio of women to men resulting from men's deaths during the earlier 
conflicts (Takahashi 2005:443). Without male labour, whether as a result of being widowed, 
separated or divorced, women and their households are at an economic and social 
disadvantage (Ministry of Women's Affairs 2012).
Higher rates of divorce, separation and abandonment in the post-conflict period reflect both a 
loosening of attitudes toward divorce, the failure of forced marriages required during 
Democratic Kampuchea, and the low social status afforded women in rural society (Giles 
2004). While women may draw on their familial and social networks to protect against 
poverty, particularly if they reside in their own, rather than their husbands' villages of origin 
(Takahashi 2005:442), gendered vulnerability to poverty is reflected in higher rates of 
malnutrition and illiteracy among girls and women, and in the high rates of domestic and 
family violence, rape and sexual assault experienced by women (Zimmerman 1994; Eng et al 
2010; Surtees 2007; Yount and Carerra 2006). The increase in reported gender violence since 
the 1990s is suggestive not only of the low status of women in contemporary Khmer society 
but also generally high levels of violence and social dislocation in the post-conflict period (Giles 
2004). Rural to urban migration, in particular from the rural southeastern provinces to Phnom 
Penh, is highly feminised, with young women travelling to work in garment manufacturing and 
other service industries (Derks 2008). This is a significant shift from pre-war migration 
patterns, in which men's mobile labour strategies predominated (Takahashi 2005:442). This 
produces new opportunities but also new expectations for these young women to act as 
providers for their rural families (Derks 2008). This research contributes to understanding of 
the ways in which community development intervention and gender interact in rural 
Cambodia, by exploring men's and women's engagement with the knowledge, community 
organisations and household labour created by NGO community interventions (see Chapters 
Five to Eight). As an aspect of this exploration, the research considers how gendered patterns 
of labour migration are shaped by household participation in community development (see 
Chapter Eight).
The discussion above has identified three characteristics of a contemporary Cambodian 
development impasse. These are: that rural poverty and inequality have deepened at the same 
time as peace and economic growth have delivered a degree of stability; that trust and social 
capital have been depleted by conflict and rapid change; and that gendered inequalities persist 
even while women grasp new social and economic opportunities. The findings chapters (Five 
to Eight) explore the ways in which these dynamics shape and are affected by people's
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participation in NGO-led community interventions. To set this exploration in context however, 
this chapter now considers the particular role of, and challenges experienced by, NGO 
interventions in rural Cambodia.
NGOs in the Cambodian impasse
As this chapter has detailed, NGO-led community development interventions are not 
uncommonly imbued with emancipatory promise. Despite the variety of critiques that draw 
attention to the flaws and failings of such approaches, this perception of promise remains. This 
is the case in the Cambodian context, where, regardless of which sector they work in, NGO 
interventions are frequently regarded (in particular by development agencies and donors) as 
achieving democratic and emancipatory outcomes, because they create community structures 
and systems for local participation. As Hasselskog (2009:198) details, many donor and 
development agencies in Cambodia regard VDCs, participatory planning and decision-making 
processes and CBOs as compatible with liberal democracy and democratic values. Reflecting 
the focus of Western donors, these democratic forms of community organisation are also 
presented as being conducive to poverty reduction and to the empowerment of the 
marginalised. Local organisations created by NGOs are thought to "organise communities ...
[to] ... 'reach up'" to decision-makers "in order to make their preferences clear and to exert 
influence [over] local service delivery" (Biddulph 2000:13), and to assist people to understand 
and participate in the new organisations and structures of decentralised local democracy 
(Yanacopulos and Baillie Smith 2008:305). Additionally, because NGO methods often involve 
people working together in community organisations, this co-operative endeavour is thought 
to overcome the legacy of low trust and isolation produced by conflict (Hasselskog 2009:198). 
The aims of this endeavour include building the "norms and networks that allow people to act 
collectively" (Woolcock and Narayan 2000:226), and "encouraging] the inclusion of local 
knowledge in [political] decisions" (Marschke and Sinclair 2009:206). As a result, such 
interventions and the NGOs that manage them are imbued with particular restorative and 
developmental value in the Cambodian context.
However as in other contexts, donors also support such approaches because they are 
considered to be effective and cost-efficient ways of delivering essential services and 
information, particularly in rural areas (Skinner and Rathavy 2009:741). Most local Cambodian 
NGOs were created in the 1990s, often by international NGOs, in order to deliver international 
development programs (Curtis 1998; Mysliewiec 1988). In this sense they are products of the
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needs and particular orientation of the international interventions of that time. Curtis 
(1998:73-75) points out, however, that local NGOs quickly developed an orientation and 
identity distinct from their international patrons, pushing back against international NGOs who 
were perceived to be too directive, in the context of generally good relationships with these 
agencies. Nonetheless, this efficiency orientation is reflected in the contemporary top-down 
organisation of Cambodia's development sector, and in a focus on service delivery rather than 
social change (O'Leary 2007a; Pearson 2011a). Later chapters explore how this top-down 
orientation shapes the relationship between community members and NGOs in rural areas of 
Cambodia, and the extent to which such arrangements stymie or make possible poverty 
reduction and empowerment. While such top-down relationships may appear incompatible 
with the empowerment goals of community development, the thesis tests this proposition by 
exploring how participating people perceive and use these interventions and their 
relationships with NGOs. This chapter now turns to consider the top-down organisation of 
Cambodia's development sector in greater detail.
A top-down development sector
The hierarchical organisation of Cambodia's NGO and wider development sectors presents 
considerable challenges for achieving empowering community development. Reflecting the 
donor-driven character of development activities in the country, most local NGOs are reliant 
on external donor funding for their work. Consequently, the aims of community development 
programs are driven by an external analysis of problems and solutions (Godfrey et al 
2002:355). This would appear to leave limited scope for local NGOs to identify their own 
priorities (Courtney 2007:625). However, Goetz (1996) has argued that implementing agencies 
and NGO field staff in particular can play an active role in interpreting and subverting the aims 
of externally driven interventions, even in circumstances where limited "room for manoeuvre" 
(Long 1990) is possible. Thus, alertness to the local negotiation of top-down interventions may 
reveal a more complex story than is first apparent.
Nonetheless, most NGO efforts in Cambodia are dependent on short term project funding 
from donors, making a start-stop approach to community development the norm (O'Leary 
2006:6). As in other countries, there is a general lack of coordination in Cambodia between the 
many NGOs operating in similar sectors and areas, which is only partly addressed by a 
proliferation of NGO coordinating groups and networks. The problem of duplication of effort
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arises, in part reflecting donor haste in the 1990s to establish systems and processes, which 
has created a legacy of dysfunction (Curtis 1998).
In part reflecting the dynamics of donor dependence, many Cambodian NGOs regard 
themselves primarily as service-delivery agencies rather than organisations invested in social 
change. This obscures questions of power that could be better addressed through collective 
action to challenge these relationships (Kilby 2011; Chhotray 2008:264). Although Cambodian 
NGOs have increasingly adopted a focus on rights and advocacy in recent years (O'Leary 
2007a), this effort is limited by a tendency to avoid direct challenges to power that is 
compounded by the RGC's heavy-handed regulation of NGOs, in particular those perceived to 
engage in anti-government activities or in advocacy that threatens the government's interests 
(United Nations 14 October 2011; Human Rights Watch December 2011). In addition, prior 
experiences of conflict and autocracy may discourage Cambodian development professionals 
from challenging or confronting existing power relations. O'Leary and Meas (2001) argue that 
these experiences can damage personal and professional confidence, creating NGO workplace 
cultures characterised by aversion to risk, and low levels of trust. Additionally, the high value 
placed on respect for hierarchy and authority figures in Cambodian culture can encourage 
educated development professionals to presume the superior status of their knowledge vis a 
vis rural beneficiaries of intervention, reflecting the top-down, one-way transmission of 
knowledge from NGO fieldworkers to participants (O'Leary 2007b). This didactic approach 
undoes an assumption that underpins participatory community development intervention, 
namely that the task of development practitioners is to seek out local people's knowledge and 
analysis of their own situation (Chambers 1997; de Wit and Berner 2009).
The disconnections between the empowering ideal and the reality of community development 
intervention in rural Cambodia suggest that interventions in this context can be characterised 
as "weakly" participatory. With some notable exceptions, the Cambodian context reflects 
Kabeer's (2011:506) characterisation that there is limited evidence of local NGO engagements 
in a "collective struggle for social justice". While this "weak" or "shallow" participation may be 
considered to detract from the value of such interventions as catalysts for empowerment, 
even deeply instrumental development interventions may produce unintended opportunities 
for empowerment (Cornwall 2008). In contexts where there is limited evidence of collective 
action for political empowerment, Kabeer (2011:506) proposes that evidence of change and 
indeed empowerment may be more readily identifiable at the individual or household level. 
Mahmud (2003) similarly argues that in situations where women's choices and agency are
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constrained, attention to their negotiation of power within the household may reveal change 
at this level. As a result there is value in considering the dynamics of change at the micro-level 
of household, individual and community. Chapters Five to Eight consider how such dynamics 
play out in rural Cambodian contexts, exploring men's and women's perceptions and 
negotiations of NGO-led interventions, including within their households (see Chapter Seven).
P artic ipant perceptions o f  community development
While the concept of participation is often imbued with positive associations of voluntarism, 
spontaneity and equitable mutual assistance (Rigg 1997:47-49), in practice this is not always 
the case. In Southeast Asia, including Cambodia, to participate in village development tends to 
be overlaid less with ideas of solidarity and spontaneity than with obligation, and a 
requirement to contribute time, labour and resources to more powerful people (Rigg 1997:49). 
Rather than a grassroots exercise of self-reliance or self-determination, participation is often 
popularly understood as occurring in response to the state's invitation or requirement of 
citizens (Knowles 2009; Vandergeest 1991). Popular Cambodian perceptions of participating 
(or, in Khmer, "chol roam, joining together") in contemporary community development are 
also shaped by a recent modern history of violence and threatening demands to participate in 
schemes that benefit the state, in particular the forcible collectivisation of agricultural labour 
experienced during Democratic Kampuchea (Knowles 2009:53-55; Ayers 2000a:53), as well as 
by a longer history of state and colonial efforts to extract surplus production (Slocomb 2010). 
There is no term directly commensurate with empowerment in Khmer, and this may reflect 
the hierarchical understanding of power that is generally accepted to predominate in 
Cambodian culture (Chandler 1992; Downie and Kingsbury 2001; Santry 2005).
However, Ayers (2000b) suggests that popular perceptions of participation (particularly in 
village and commune governance processes) have changed as a result of the new devolved 
and decentralised approaches to governance adopted in Cambodia since the 1990s. While the 
exercise of political power continues to be hierarchical and autocratic (Hughes 2006), a 
significant body of literature suggests that an "iterative process" of engagement and learning 
in new forums of democracy (Woolcock and Narayan 2000:225) may be producing new 
repertoires of political action and perceptions of participation in rural Cambodia (Öjendal and 
Lilja 2009; Öjendal and Kim 2006). These may just as readily be characterised by enjoyment, 
"lively engagement", challenges to power and new forms of solidarity (Skinner and Rathavy 
2009:739-741) as by experiences of fear, obedience and inequality (Hughes 2006). These
46
divergent characterisations suggest the possibility for complex local negotiations and 
perceptions of development interventions. This research explores these negotiations and 
perceptions as they occur in rural contexts shaped by two NGO-led interventions. In so doing it 
seeks to test the claim that intervention produces new repertoires of political action and 
changing perceptions of participation.
Since Cambodian community development interventions will continue to be framed in terms 
of participation and empowerment, there is a "commensurate need for research" into "public 
perceptions and understandings of the meaning and intent" of such interventions (Fanany et al 
2011:100). This research contributes to this area, including by exploring the emotional and 
attitudinal component of people's interactions with community intervention. The overarching 
concern of the thesis is to consider to what extent people's gendered engagement with 
intervention can be considered empowering, and if so, what empowerment comprises in the 
Cambodian context. Although, as mentioned above, there is no direct translation for the 
concept of empowerment in the Khmer language, following Kabeer (1999, 2011), Mayoux 
(2000a) and Townsend (1993), this thesis contends that people's own accounts of change and 
aspiration may nonetheless reveal what relevance, if any, this concept has to their situation. In 
exploring this area, care must be taken to understand the social context and relationships that 
shape what empowerment means to people (Rigg 1997:49-50). The findings chapters explore 
these matters as they emerged in empirical research in the Cambodian context.
Development interventions in Cambodia are producing rapid social change and creating 
opportunities for people to negotiate and explore new ways of being and behaving, including 
through relationships with novel ideas and contexts associated with development and 
modernity. Kobayashi (2005:489), for example, documents the self-conscious engagement of 
concepts of samay (the new or modern) and boron (the ancient or traditional) by villagers as 
they reconstruct religious practices in the context of an increasingly marketised society. This 
suggests that there is value in considering the multiple forms of engagement with community 
development intervention that are possible, and which are characterised not only by trauma 
and impoverishment, but also by rapid and unpredictable change, the transmission of a range 
of new ideas and resources, the adoption of new practices and -  accompanying these -  a 
range of emotions and attitudes (Winter 2007). Therefore this thesis focuses on the 
importance of people's own perceptions, as well as the "flexible patterns of behaviour" (Derks 
2008:6), and the emotions and attitudes that they discover, display and employ in negotiating 
their participation in community development intervention. This will provide a rich context in
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which to assess the validity of accounts that characterise Cambodian culture and society as so 
depleted by conflict and low trust that they risk being "torn apart" or "overwhelmed" by rapid 
economic development and social change (Hughes and Öjendal 2006:416). This thesis 
considers the extent to which the perceptions and experiences of change and development 
that participants actually experience aligns with this perspective. It also explores the ways in 
which people use and negotiate NGO interventions that are powerfully informed by the view 
that communities require intervention in order to withstand development. The following 
section now explores this, and other, claims about Cambodian society and culture that recur in 
debates about development intervention in this context.
Characterisations o f Cambodian society and culture
The social organisation of Cambodian communities is sometimes presented as an additional 
barrier to empowering development participation. It is axiomatic that community 
development theory and practice tend to value the communal: 'thick' networks of reciprocity, 
extended kinship ties, mutual exchange, community associations and apparent solidarity tend 
to be positively regarded whereas their absence is seen as a problem (Gujit and Shah 1998). In 
contrast to this ideal, rural Cambodian society is generally characterised as having low levels of 
social trust, as being organised predominantly along patron-client lines and as having few 
associational traditions and relatively weak systems of mutual assistance (Öjendal and Kim 
2006). In part, this characterisation reflects the breakdown of trust and systems of reciprocity 
produced by conflict and rapid social and economic change. However, even the pre-war 
mutual support systems of provas dai ('lending hands') that continue to operate to varying 
degrees in rural Cambodia may be characterised as 'thinner' rather than 'thicker' reciprocities. 
They were and continue to be organised primarily around relatively autonomous subsistence 
smallholder family households and around patron-client systems (O'Leary 2007a). Indeed, 
there has been some debate about whether such phenomena as community (Brown 1999; 
Prum 1999; Watts 1999) and civil society (Ebihara 1968; O'Leary 2006:16) can be said to exist 
in Cambodia. Partly as a result of these perceived 'inadequacies' in rural social organisation, 
the widespread uptake of CBOs supported by NGOs, as well as the resurgence of voluntary 
educational, community and welfare associations organised around Buddhist religious practice 
and centred on village pagodas (wats), are often regarded as evidence of the post-war 
emergence of civil society in rural Cambodia, and as playing an important role in creating 
improved social protection and mutual support systems (Pellini 2005).
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More generally, it is commonplace for Khmer culture to be presented as being inconsistent 
with participatory approaches to development, and as incompatible with or unused to a range 
of values associated with modernity and development, such as individual freedom, democracy, 
human rights and children's rights (Gourley 2009; O'Leary and Meas 2001; O'Leary 2007a, 
2007b; Jordanwood 2008). It is characterised as orientated away from equity and rights 
toward hierarchical relationships, as well as conservatively resistant to change. It is also seen 
as parochial and disinclined to the exercise of popular will or solidarity (Hill and Heng 
2004:104). Thus Cambodian culture and tradition are frequently presented as a blockage to be 
overcome, rather than a source of development possibilities (Hasselskog 2009). Öjendal and 
Kim (2006:507) summarise the dominant representation of Cambodian culture as 
characterised by:
Exercise of power, social hierarchies, relational rigidity, patriarchal dominance, 
peasant docility, distance between the state and the people, a lack of general 
trust and social fragmentation.
Gourley (2009:13) argues that many central Khmer values are "distinctly different if not the 
opposite" of "development values". For example, he proposes that whereas development 
values equality, transparency, gender equity, empowerment, justice and individualism, Khmer 
culture values hierarchy, the preservation of honour and reputation, patriarchy, patronage, 
harmony and collectivism.
If such cultural binaries hold, it would not be surprising if people in communities were 
indisposed to value the concepts and expectations that animate community development 
interventions. Yet researchers have found considerable openness among rural people to 
considering and adopting development ideas such as children's rights and women's rights 
(Gourley 2009; Pellini 2005). The dissemination of such ideas, intended to provoke cultural and 
attitudinal change, is a significant component of community interventions (Crewe and Harrison 
2004). A closer study of how people perceive and use such ideas may cast useful light on how 
intervention is negotiated and employed by different actors in the Cambodian context. This 
research engages this area by considering what people do with the knowledge, the village 
institutions, and the household labour required by two NGO interventions. How do people 
perceive, use, share and contest the material resources and opportunities that intervention 
presents? What aspirations, if any, does intervention allow them to pursue? How is gender 
implicated in this situation? To what extent can this process of engagement be considered 
empowering, and of whom, or what?
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The role of NGO-supported community development in responding to this cultural context is 
wrought in a variety of ways. The NGOs' role is sometimes presented as restoring culture and 
remaking local institutions and reciprocities in the "general shape" of pre-war traditions 
(O'Leary and Meas 2001). This goal may reflect a more widespread nostalgia for pre-war social 
life, and is complicated by the fact that the 'traditional' village life that community 
development seeks to recreate may be a rather idealised version of pre-war social cohesion 
(Edwards 2006). The task of community development intervention has also been formulated 
as encouraging social and cultural change, whether by replacing inequitable "traditional" 
reciprocities with more equitable relationships (Emerson 1997) or by assisting Cambodian 
people to find a balance between tradition and modernity (Gourley 2009). In the latter 
narrative, NGOs are positioned as moderators who assist communities to balance tradition and 
modernity. These various characterisations suggest that the role of NGOs in relation to cultural 
and social change is under negotiation in Cambodia, and that this negotiation goes to the heart 
of what is perceived to constitute tradition, and what form of modernity or development is 
regarded as desirable.
The key terrain in which this negotiation is played out is the relationship between NGOs and 
participants in community-based interventions. Therefore this relationship is a vital context in 
which to explore how people make sense of development interventions. Sneddon and Fox 
(2007:2161) suggest, in relation to participatory governance mechanisms, that:
While obstacles to institutionalising public participation are substantial, some 
modicum of genuine participation, that may in time contribute to a broader 
project of transformation, can emerge ... albeit through surprising means.
This thesis traces the "surprising means" through which such change occurs in specific 
Cambodian settings, considering what "genuine participation" means in a context in which 
ideas such as empowerment, participation and development may take on meanings distinct 
from those held in the minds and aspirations of development planners (Gourley 2009; Knowles 
2009), and where there are considerable structural constraints to achieving empowerment. As 
this chapter has illustrated, among these constraints are poor governance, persistent rural 
poverty, growing inequality, a legacy of conflict, rapid social change, international economic 
integration and aid dependence.
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Conclusion
This chapter began by situating community-based and participatory approaches to local 
development as paths often proposed as leading beyond the development "impasse". 
However, the chapter's discussion of the various challenges and critiques levelled at these 
approaches suggests that it is more appropriate to conceptualise the "mainstreaming" of 
community development and participatory approaches as evidence of the persistent 
challenges for global development efforts, among them entrenched poverty, growing 
inequality and difficulty of delivering empowerment. The expectations placed on these 
approaches, and the challenges they experience, reflect their incorporation into a wider 
development project that is characterised by impasse as much as by continual change.
This chapter has considered a range of challenges that emerge for participatory and 
community development approaches in this context. Among these are:
• a lack of clarity in the analysis of power and empowerment;
• a tendency to overlook or oversimplify complex identities and internal divisions within 
communities;
• a tendency to become entrenched in the role of intermediary organisation, potentially 
at the expense of locally-instigated social action; and
• the unexpected outcomes that can occur when community interventions are brought 
into relationships with existing forms of social organisation, specifically patron-client 
relationships.
In addition the chapter has examined the critique that community intervention extends the 
power of development-oriented institutions over people living with poverty, producing their 
further disempowerment. In the Cambodian context, the chapter has identified the top-down 
organisation of the development sector, the impact of trauma, conflict, autocracy and rapid 
social change on social trust and community life, and poor governance as barriers to 
empowerment. It has also considered accounts that position Cambodian culture and society 
themselves as barriers to development.
While identifying these various barriers and challenges, the chapter has also reviewed 
literature that highlights the unexpected possibilities for change, improvement and indeed,
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possible empowerment that people's engagement with development interventions can 
produce. This reflects the contested and contestable character of development intervention 
generally. Exploring this theme, this chapter has also described the various ways that local 
culture, social organisation and perceptions of development are wrought in the critical 
literature and in practice-oriented debates, concluding that perceptions and reactions to 
intervention may take a variety of forms, from rejections of to demands for development.
As a consequence, the literature suggests that further attention to the ways in which people 
use and engage the opportunities, requirements, risks and resources delivered by community 
intervention will cast light on the value of these approaches. In particular, the literature 
reviewed in this chapter suggests that alertness to a range of emotional responses and 
attitudes to intervention may usefully illuminate the dynamics of intervention. As yet, these 
are relatively unexplored but significant aspects of rural community development processes. 
The chapter also situated community development interventions as one avenue through which 
both top-down and grassroots narratives about tradition, community, aspiration and 
development can be negotiated. The relationship between NGO and participating people is 
central to this negotiation. If this is the case, then community interventions may create 
unexpected opportunities for social change, and for the negotiation of values, identities and 
solidarities. Additionally the literature suggests that, in the Cambodian context, a focus on 
micro-level engagement with intervention, such as that which occurs within households, may 
provide a rich context in which to investigate the impact of interventions in particular on 
gender relations and roles.
In considering how participation in NGO-supported community development interventions 
contributes to social change in rural Cambodia, this discussion suggests a number of sub­
questions. These are:
How do the development knowledge and aspirations of participating people and intervening 
NGOs relate in practice? How do participating people perceive and use the information and 
knowledge delivered by NGOs? (See Chapter Five.)
How do people negotiate their participation in CBOs supported by NGOs? Why do they 
participate and with what outcomes? Specifically, does membership of these groups 
strengthen existing inequalities, or does it produce opportunities for social inclusion, poverty 
reduction and citizenship claims? (See Chapter Six.)
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How are the risks and opportunities presented by participation negotiated within households? 
Does a focus on women's participation create opportunities for empowerment, or does it 
reproduce gendered inequality? (See Chapter Seven.) How does this relate to the urban and 
non-village labour that is significant in ensuring rural livelihoods? (See Chapter Eight.)
Across the fields of knowledge, village institutions and the gender division of risk and labour 
within the household, can the change created by intervention be described as emancipatory or 
empowering, and if so, what does this experience entail, and what are its limits? (See Chapters 
Five to Eight.)
These questions allow an analysis of how people engage and use community development 
interventions, thereby adding to understanding about how these complex, if flawed, social 
interventions operate, and what their outcomes are. Specifically, these questions allow 
consideration of the extent to which local people's engagement with NGO-led interventions 
can be considered empowering, and what this entails in Cambodian contexts, as well as 
identification of factors that limit this outcome. The next chapter will detail the methodology 
employed to explore these questions.
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCHING TWO COMMUNITY  
INTERVENTIONS IN CAMBODIA
Introduction
This chapter details the ethnographic approach employed in the research. It demonstrates 
why this approach was appropriate to the research aim, namely, to analyse how participants in 
Cambodian NGO-led development interventions negotiate, perceive and use the 
opportunities, obligations, resources and practices such interventions entail. The field research 
involved participant observation in quotidian routines and settings in order to explore how the 
interventions studied were socially shaped, and how they were perceived, used and 
negotiated by participants. The primary data presented in this research are narratives of 
poverty reduction, change and participation. These were generated in semi-structured group 
and individual interviews with women and men, who had experienced a reduction in poverty 
and who were active participants in NGO-led interventions at the time the field research took 
place. Additional data were generated through a process of participant observation in other 
relevant urban and rural contexts. This multi-sited approach enabled an analysis of how 
meaning is made, how resources are used and how projects of survival, improvement, 
development, emancipation and social control were contested and pursued in the two 
interventions.
In line with the interpretive character of this research, the methodology involved a flexible and 
reflexive engagement with the research aims and hypotheses, as well as with the field sites 
and the people and organisations that took part in the research. The process by which this 
research evolved and was refined from an initial research question and a proposed field
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methodology is detailed in this chapter. The selection of field sites and NGO research partners 
is explained, as are the processes of urban and rural participant observation, along with the 
research interview process. Consideration is given to the influence that significant research 
relationships, in particular with interpreters and NGO staff, had on the research design and 
data generation. These relationships shaped a research process that disturbed the original 
research plan, but also allowed identification of observed issues and themes in order to arrive 
at revised research questions and hypotheses that better reflect the complexity encountered 
in the field. In detailing these matters the chapter also addresses some methodological 
challenges that arose, in particular those associated with power imbalances between 
researcher, intermediaries and researched people, and with efforts to represent the voices of 
people with experiences of poverty.
Research design
As identified in the previous chapter, this research explores how participants in two NGO- 
supported rural community development interventions navigate the opportunities and risks 
that such interventions produce. The focus is on how people perceive the knowledge delivered 
by intervention, how they engage with the community organisations that NGOs create, and 
how they negotiate the labour that participation requires. In examining this process of 
engagement, the research enquires whether and how possibilities for improvement in life, and 
for social and political change, are produced, negotiated and contested in community 
development interventions in Cambodian contexts. Specifically, the thesis is concerned to 
identify whether this process can be characterised as empowering or emancipatory for 
participating people and if so, what this entails; or whether participation in fact reflects and 
reproduces the powerlessness of those targeted by interventions. The previous chapter 
articulated arguments for each of these positions.
These questions, and the sub-questions detailed at the end of the previous chapter, are not 
the questions with which the research began. Rather, it began with a particular focus on 
whether participation in Cambodian CBOs, specifically those involving microcredit and group 
savings, produce opportunities for women's empowerment, or reproduce the gendered 
inequalities that exist within communities. While this question is still addressed (see Chapters 
Six and Seven), the fieldwork process and the data generated set this aspect of the research in 
the context of broader processes of change, participation and development in post-UNTAC 
Cambodia. Participation in community organisations incorporating microcredit was a single,
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though significant, part of men's and women's more expansive experience of, and narratives 
about change, participation and poverty. Thus the fieldwork drew my attention to the 
complexity of the social phenomena I sought to understand. This research began from the 
methodological premise that to explain the social impact of microfinance "self-help" CBOs it 
would be necessary to address their significance to the people who are members of these 
groups. The fieldwork process required me to refocus my research enquiry to address the 
wider experience of participation and change recounted by members of these groups.
Therefore I refined the research questions to address the social experience and impact of CBOs 
through an exploration of the wider process of change presented in people's narratives of 
participation. For example, fieldwork data indicated the significance that participating people 
attached to the knowledge that they perceived NGOs to command. Thus the questions about 
knowledge that this research explores (in Chapter Five, especially) emerged in response to 
field data that I had not anticipated prior to fieldwork. As this chapter will describe, the 
research questions that the thesis poses, and the answers it proposes, were identified in an 
iterative process of reflexive engagement with the field, the data and the literature.
This approach allowed me to reorient the research design to respond to unexpected 
challenges, opportunities and initial findings during fieldwork. This flexible and responsive 
approach to fieldwork ultimately led to research questions and findings that better reflect the 
complexity encountered in the field. The next section of this chapter details the process by 
which the research evolved from an initial research question and proposed methodology, to a 
more refined set of questions, hypotheses and findings, and in short became a research 
project better able to account for unexpected field data.
Initial research questions and context
The starting point for this research was an interest in the ways in which participation in 
community development was contributing to social change in rural Cambodia. As the previous 
chapter detailed, a range of explanations have been proposed for the apparent failure of 
participatory and community-based approaches to achieve their promises of poverty reduction 
and empowerment, both globally and in the Cambodian context. As detailed in Chapter Two, 
much of the literature on participation has aimed to uncover the latent operation of 
community-based approaches to development, in particular exploring the processes by which 
such approaches can inadvertently deepen inequalities (Gujit and Shah 1998; Williams 2004),
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and extend the control of development institutions and ideologies over participants (Ferguson 
1990; Cooke and Kothari 2001). Such accounts frequently understand the local response to 
development intervention to be one of resistance, whether exercised through strategic non- 
compliance with intervening agencies (Scott 1985, 1990; Scott and Kerkvliet 1973), the 
manipulation of interventions by local elites to achieve benefits (Milne and Adams 2012) or 
through social movements organised around opposition to development (Escobar 1995, 2007, 
2008).
In the Cambodian studies literature, the local response to development intervention is largely 
characterised in terms of passivity, apathy, risk aversion, social atomisation, a lack of social 
solidarity, the absence of trust and the lack of a tradition of democratic citizenship (Hasselskog 
2009). While some accounts see the creation of CBOs and popular participation in community 
development as evidence of a strengthened Cambodian civil society (Öjendal and Kim 2006), 
as described in Chapter Two, less optimistic narratives caution that such interventions may 
extend state and local elite power, replicate existing inequalities, and entrench NGOs in their 
role as intermediary organisations (Kilby 2011).
However, the previous chapter also revealed that there is increasing scholarly recognition that 
people's engagement with development may take various forms, involving a wider register 
than variations on resistance. Nonetheless as Klenk (2004) has observed, there remains 
relatively little empirical research which begins by enquiring how the people who are the 
targets of participatory interventions engage with, make sense of and use the language, 
meanings and practices of these approaches, which have grown ubiquitous in development 
theory and practice, even as they have come under greater critical scrutiny. This research 
sought to respond to this gap by exploring the perceptions and experiences of participants in 
local development projects in rural Cambodia, a context often regarded as unready or 
inappropriate for community-based participation (Hasselskog 2009).
By conducting an interpretive and actor-oriented analysis of people's perceptions and 
engagement with such interventions, I hoped to test the claim that participatory approaches 
have failed in the Cambodian context. Specifically I intended to explore whether, rather than 
empowering participants, such approaches actually extend the power of development 
agencies while deepening existing inequalities, particularly the gendered poverty endured by 
rural women. By prioritising gender in this analysis and reflecting on the ways that women are 
brought into and respond to intervention, the research also aimed to present an interpretive
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study informed by a tradition of feminist research that sets out to generate knowledge 
relevant to improving the situation of women (Letherby 2011:64).
Emerging from this context, my research began with the initial and general question of 
whether or not community development interventions offer possibilities for the 
empowerment of participants. My thesis adopted the concept of empowerment as 
understood by Kabeer (1999, 2011), involving a widening of choice in relation to strategic 
decisions about how to live. As Kabeer (1999, 2001) points out, this process involves both 
awareness of choice, and the ability and resources to act on choices. Community development 
interventions often aim to create the conditions in which choices can be made, including by 
providing the resources and information necessary to execute choices (Townsend et al 2004; 
Kabeer 1999). I entered the field with two working hypotheses:
• first, that community development interventions were as likely to reproduce 
powerlessness as they were to produce opportunities for empowerment; and
• second, that the ways in which NGO fieldworkers, Cambodian NGOs, international 
NGOs and other donor agencies, and the participants themselves, each understood 
participation and empowerment could vary, and indeed be incompatible.
As Cornwall and Brock (2005) have pointed out, participation's conceptual utility stems in part 
from its vagueness, as this allows divergent projects to be undertaken under its aegis. 
Therefore, in seeking to comprehend the dynamics of participation in Cambodian settings, I 
began with the methodological proposition that it would be necessary to clarify what 
differently situated groups of people understood these terms to mean, in everyday practice 
and contexts.
Working from this proposition, I set out to test the general hypotheses detailed above by 
focusing on a commonly used methodology in community development interventions, namely, 
"self-help" CBOs that are intended to offer opportunities for mutual assistance, social 
protection and poverty reduction including through group-based savings and loan 
microfinance (Kilby 2011:29-30; Mayoux 1995, 2003). In such models, members are required 
to contribute some of their household financial resources, which are pooled as collective 
savings from which members may borrow at interest rates that compare favourably with those 
charged by moneylenders and banks (which are unlikely in any case to lend to the poor). The 
aim is to provide practical resources for poverty alleviation by creating access to credit for
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emergency expenditure or income generation, and to create a network that can be drawn on 
for other social change and mutual support purposes (CLA 2009a:8, 17). As detailed in Chapter 
Two, debates about the merit and risks of group-based microfinance illustrate a broader 
disagreement about participatory approaches, specifically about the extent to which 
participation achieves intended empowerment aims for women. Thus, my initial research 
questions were framed to draw out information about the experience of participation in such 
groups. These questions were: How is participation understood by members of Cambodian 
self-help groups? What is the value to members of participating in these groups, and what 
does it achieve? How do these accounts differ from or align with NGOs' and NGO fieldworkers' 
accounts of the purpose and process of participation in such groups? What is the impact of 
participation in self-help groups on social organisation -  does it produce horizontal or vertical 
hierarchies? And how is participation gendered?
In order to answer these questions I proposed to employ the ethnographic techniques of 
participant observation and semi-structured interviews, in order to elicit people's perspectives 
on their circumstances and to observe patterns of behaviour within and between groups (such 
as men and women, NGO fieldworkers and CBO members) (Rossman and Rallis 2003:95).
These techniques were intended to reveal the various ways in which participation is perceived 
and enacted by individuals and groups. Analysed from an interpretive perspective, such 
techniques can also usefully draw attention to how social structures and relationships shape 
and reflect narrative accounts (Miller and Glassner 2004:125-126). This was appropriate to the 
research aim of analysing the relationship between narratives about participation in 
Cambodian CBOs, and the social context in which these narratives are told.
In line with the inductive and exploratory aims of the project, I envisaged that long form, semi- 
structured group and individual interviews with members of rural self-help CBOs employing 
microcredit savings and loans as an aspect of their work, and with NGO staff, would be the 
primary research techniques. This would generate interview and observational data that 
would cast light on these groups' engagements with NGO-led interventions. An initial 
interview guide for semi-structured qualitative interviews with members of self-help groups 
was designed. It covered participants' perceptions of the value of such interventions; accounts 
of change as a result of participation, including questions that prompted accounts of change 
within households and in relationships with other members of the self-help group; interactions 
with NGOs and fieldworkers; how participants came to be involved and stay involved in self- 
help groups; how leaders were selected, their roles, and challenges they encountered; the
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routines and meeting procedures employed by groups; challenges and successes for members 
of self-help groups; how the work of participation was organised within households and 
particularly how this was gendered; and specifically, how family members decided to use 
microfinance for specific purposes.
These lines of questioning were chosen in order to gain information about people's 
perceptions of and orientation toward participation in CBOs; and to generate accounts of 
change or stasis over time, in particular with regard to women's and men's control over 
resources and decisions related to participation, and the labour required by participation. 
Empowerment is difficult and perhaps impossible to measure (Kabeer 1999:436). Thus my 
original intention was to understand how participation was perceived by the people who took 
part in interventions, and to explore whether this was considered empowering and if so what 
this concept meant, experientially. Kabeer (1999:437) states that control of resources and 
decisions can usefully be regarded as measures of empowerment, and perceptions of this 
control are significant components of the experience. Thus, the initial interview questionnaire 
was intended to elicit information about whether and how the decisions, resources and labour 
of community development were contested and/ or shared within families and communities. 
Such inquiry was intended to illustrate patterns of time and labour use that would point to 
either empowerment or obligation as characteristic of participation (Kabeer 1999, 2001; 
Mayoux 1995, 1998, 1999, 2000a, 2001). Importantly, such questions were intended to 
ascertain the extent to which women controlled decisions or reaped benefits from the 
resources that were delivered to them, in the name of their empowerment.
Drawing on previous findings (Cornwall 2002, Williams 2004), the questionnaire also aimed to 
elicit information about new routines and uses of public space, such as in village meetings, that 
might have been created by participation, and what people's gendered experience of these 
routines and spaces were. Such questions also sought to identify if and how participation in 
these groups might deepen inequalities. For example, I hoped to understand why certain 
people were not invited to join groups and whether all members of groups benefited equally 
from their participation. I also sought to investigate the role of group leaders, in order to 
understand better how such groups might replicate or change relationships of social capital, 
patronage and inequality (Leonard et al 2010; Woolcock and Narayan 2000).
I planned to compare interview responses from self-help group members with NGO 
fieldworkers' accounts of participation. My initial semi-structured interview guide for NGO 
fieldworkers sought to elicit information about their understandings of participation, the
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challenges of working with communities and their perceptions of change as a result of 
intervention. The intended purpose of these interviews with NGO workers was to understand 
the perceptions and goals of intervening agency staff, and to ascertain the extent to which 
their understandings of the purpose and value of participation cohered with or diverged from 
those of community members. I also proposed to set the findings from these semi-structured 
interviews in the context of participant observation in rural settings. Participant observation 
was elected as the appropriate method to identify how places and spaces were used by 
different people and agencies involved in community development, and in particular, to 
observe what routines and uses of time and space might be made possible by these 
interventions (Cornwall 2002).
I proposed a two-stage research process, beginning with a period of participant observation in 
Phnom Penh, which would allow me to participate in daily routines shaped by development 
assistance, conduct initial interviews with Cambodian and expatriate NGO workers and, most 
importantly, identify organisations and locations that would be appropriate sites for rural 
ethnographic study of NGO-led interventions and their dynamics. Thus, the ultimate selection 
of the rural research sites and research participants was not determined prior to the 
commencement of fieldwork. Rather, these were largely driven by my encounters in the field, 
and particularly by the relationships I developed during initial participant observation in 
Phnom Penh. I now describe this process, illustrating the ways in which the research process 
aligned with and diverged from the proposed field methodology outlined above.
Urban participant observation
Phnom Penh is a rapidly urbanising metropolitan city. To begin research about rural 
experiences of development there may seem counterintuitive, but this decision reflects the 
urban and metropolitan orientation of even small, local rural development NGOs that are 
reliant on funding and support delivered by or channelled through agencies based in Phnom 
Penh, where development organisations, power, information and professional communities 
are concentrated. As such, it was the necessary locale in which to a) develop relationships that 
would enable rural field research, b) seek advice about the research context and how to shape 
a context-appropriate research project, c) access research and project evaluations 
commissioned or undertaken by Phnom Penh-based development agencies and d) develop an 
understanding and analysis of the wider context in which rural development takes place.
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In my initial three months in the city, I participated in daily urban contexts animated by 
development intervention and its community of professionals. I studied Khmer language at a 
school where many students were expatriate development workers; lived with an English NGO 
employee; and went to public, semi-public and private places and events frequented by the 
predominantly expatriate elite that is a feature of this development-oriented city. I also 
undertook some intermittent volunteer office and administrative work with a small Phnom 
Penh-based NGO. In addition, I held twelve exploratory interviews with executive and project 
staff of local and international NGOs conducting rural community development work involving 
self-help CBOs, and solicited advice from these people about how to shape my research 
project to best effect. By involving myself thus in the daily life of development NGOs in Phnom 
Penh, I established an identity as an Australian PhD student in this context, gathered advice 
about research priorities and design, and identified possible options for field research as well 
as contacting agencies that might assist in this research.
My interest in understanding the experience and perceptions of people who participate in self- 
help groups was prompted by my prior experience working as a volunteer with Cambodian 
NGOs and rural CBOs for a period of sixteen months in 2006-2007. This prior knowledge was 
invaluable in gaining entry to the field as a researcher. In addition to having a practical 
knowledge of development organisations and networks, previous immersion in the culture and 
context of Cambodian rural development helped me understand the lifeworld of research 
participants. As Lehmann (2010:76) also found in conducting cross-cultural ethnographic 
research, such prior exposure to the research setting was particularly valuable to developing 
the necessary understanding of the meanings that different actors might attach to (in this 
case) development, community and participation. This knowledge was essential to building 
research relationships, including with the two NGOs that implemented the interventions 
studied in this research.
The initial time spent in Phnom Penh enabled me to identify development agencies that could 
steer me towards appropriate research sites and that could provide advice and possibly 
assistance in conducting rural fieldwork. I wanted to identify agencies that prioritised self-help 
groups and CBOs in their rural development work. Importantly, they had to see value in the 
research project I was proposing. I was conscious that hosting a researcher can be time- 
consuming and resource-intensive, particularly for small NGOs, and that this is particularly 
burdensome when the research is not relevant to the organisation. I made the decision early in 
the field research that I would pursue research avenues where my presence and the research
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would be unlikely to detract from the organisation's work, and might make a positive 
contribution to this work. Therefore, I only extended the invitation to participate in the 
research to local NGOs I judged to be functional, effective and sufficiently resourced. This 
assessment was based on information provided by their executive staff, their publicly available 
information such as websites and Annual Reports, their co-operation with Cambodian NGO 
peak and capacity development organisations, and the organisations' 'word-of-mouth' 
reputations, as best I could ascertain these.
I elected to work with two small to medium sized local Cambodian NGOs, the Children and Life 
Association (CLA) and (in the secondary northeastern field sites) the Cambodian Rural 
Development Team (CRDT) that, in my judgement, met these criteria. The executive staff of 
both organisations expressed enthusiasm for the research and helped to shape the research in 
significant ways, in particular through their input into the final semi-structured interview 
guide, their allocation of staff time to assist in the research process, and their discussion of 
sensitive matters, in particular local politics. They were crucial brokers and gatekeepers, 
without whose support the research could not have occurred.
The Executive Officers of both CLA and CRDT were introduced to me by mutual acquaintances 
in Phnom Penh, and I met with each on a number of occasions before broaching the possibility 
of conducting rural research with their assistance. I mooted this possibility cautiously, in order 
to gauge their interest without creating any impression of expectation on my part. In addition 
to essential practical assistance and support, developing research-framed relationships with 
the two Executive Officers over time provided opportunities to observe the anxieties, 
frustrations and the satisfactions that managing a Cambodian NGO can produce. In particular, 
the research evolved in such a way that it involved assisting CLA's Executive Officer with a 
range of tasks. Primary among them were grant writing, report writing and English language 
editing. This provided opportunities to observe how this very committed NGO manager and 
community development worker understood and approached her work, balancing the various 
expectations of international donors and people in communities where the NGO worked.
I also invited these agencies' involvement in shaping the research project so that it would be 
relevant and possibly useful to their work, stressing that my aim was to illustrate the process 
of change experienced by participants, and not to evaluate the success of the NGO's approach. 
I offered my time as a volunteer on tasks to be negotiated. I saw this not only as having the 
potential benefit of establishing a mutually useful exchange of time and resources, and 
developing a deeper understanding of their work and the context in which they work, but as
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also thereby building a relationship of trust. As Johnson (1975:51) has argued, this is necessary 
for producing research that accurately reflects the "actor's perspective ... in ... social context". 
As noted in Chapter Two, Cambodia is often characterised as a setting where social trust is 
low, and where social bonds of reciprocity have been weakened by conflict and rapid 
economic liberalisation. Cambodian culture is also characterised by patron-client relationships, 
in which vertical personal relationships of mutual obligation and loyalty (and, implicitly, a 
degree of trust though not equality) are essential for all social transactions (Ledgerwood 1998; 
Ledgerwood and Vighen 2002). While there is debate about the extent to which this 
characterisation of low trust and strict hierarchy can accurately account for the complexity of 
Cambodia's rapidly changing society and culture (Hughes and Öjendal 2006), this scenario 
nonetheless suggests that building research relationships characterised both by trust, and by 
clarity about expectations of both the research process and the people involved in it, is 
especially appropriate (Chhay and Pearson 2006). Establishing a relationship of trust with 
NGOs involved being clear with all participants, including executive staff, about the purposes 
and limitations of my research; assisting as negotiated in the work of each agency; and 
involving executive and field staff in an ongoing discussion about the research design and 
findings. Because development intervention in Cambodia has tended to legitimate expatriate 
knowledge as superior and more authoritative than Cambodian knowledge (Chhay and 
Pearson 2006), by inviting the input of NGO workers in the research design and their views on 
emerging research findings, I hoped to conduct the research in a way that validated the 
authority and expert status of local NGO field staff and the perspectives of their Executive 
Officers.
However, this approach presented the possible challenge of research "capture", in which 
expert perspectives exert undue influence over research design and research findings 
(Hammersley and Gomm 1997). This issue is common to socially embedded research, in 
particular research that seeks access to less powerful people through channels made possible 
by more powerful agencies or individuals. The manner in which I balanced this possibility, 
during the rural participant observation and the interviewing process, is detailed later in this 
chapter. In the initial stage of relationship building that I describe here, my priority was to 
establish open communication, mutual respect and clarity about the limitations and potential 
benefits of the research project, as well as to elicit information about how NGO executive 
staff, as implementers of intervention, understood their work and its context.
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The input of NGO executive staff was essential in informing my choices as I moved from a set 
of initial research questions and a proposed methodology to the selection of specific field sites, 
field methodologies and field-appropriate ways of operationalising the research questions. For 
example, in the northeastern field sites, NGO executive staff requested that I tailor the analysis 
to suggest reasons why some CBOs seemed to be more successful than others, and we agreed 
I would provide a report detailing these findings for discussion with the staff team. In the 
primary research sites, Prey Veng, it was agreed that if the research identified evidence of the 
program's success, the NGO could use this data in communication with donors and supporters. 
(Some excerpts from fieldwork interviews were used in CLA's 2009-2010 Annual Report, in line 
with the provisions of informed consent described later in this chapter). I negotiated with 
executive staff that I would be introduced to fieldworkers and communities in Prey Veng both 
as a PhD student researching community development, and as a volunteer with CLA. In 
addition, as detailed above, we agreed I would assist the organisation's Executive Officer with 
work in Phnom Penh from time to time, and also help the Prey Veng fieldworkers with a range 
of tasks, in particular those requiring English language writing skills, an area identified by 
executive staff as requiring improvement. Thus I established relationships with key research 
partners and, in so doing, also established an identity for myself within the contexts where the 
field research took place.
Advantages of multi-sited ethnography
While I was primarily located in Mesang commune, Prey Veng, over the period of rural 
research I travelled regularly between Prey Veng, Kratie, Stung Treng and Phnom Penh. In Prey 
Veng and Kratie I lived with NGO fieldworkers at the provincial offices of the two NGOs. In 
Phnom Penh I stayed with an English NGO worker and later with a Khmer-Australian family. 
This approach does not accord with the traditional notion of ethnography as an in-depth 
immersion in one specific, culturally 'other' place (Crockford 2007:7; Gupta and Ferguson 
1992). Flowever, as detailed above, this approach was appropriate for generating a range of 
data in different sites: this includes the narratives of change generated in two rural contexts, 
and data generated in participant observation in urban and rural contexts.
My experience of moving back and forth between these different places reflected the mobility 
of NGO workers, who were also situated across both rural and urban locales. Specifically, their 
rural interventions were made possible by their urban orientation. My own mobility, then, to a 
certain extent also echoed the experience of place of one group of people who took part in
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this research. In Prey Veng (but also, to a lesser extent, in the northeast) village identities and 
livelihoods are also deeply shaped by proximity to a rapidly urbanising Phnom Penh. 
Increasingly, people from the villages where research was conducted travel to seek work not 
only in Phnom Penh but across national and provincial borders (see Chapters Four and Eight). 
While my experience of rural to urban mobility was not comparable to that of the respondents 
in this research (since mine were not at all beset by hardship, risk or danger), like them, I 
found that my rural experience was bound up in urban and metropolitan excursions. As the 
research took shape, I became increasingly aware that many of the people who are the targets 
of rural development intervention cross urban-rural boundaries and are at once urban and 
rural people, notwithstanding that the community interventions in which they participate 
advocate the benefits of stable, geographically bound rural communities and stress the 
dangers that attend migration and mobility. For example, interviewees in Prey Veng had often 
lived for a period in Phnom Penh themselves, or benefited from flows of money, goods and 
information from family members living temporarily or permanently in Phnom Penh. Yet they 
were active participants in NGO-supported community organisations that sought to encourage 
people to remain in their village, by providing improved livelihood and social support within 
the community, and educating people about the dangers of illegal cross-border migration and 
human trafficking (see Chapters Four and Five).
Reconceptualising participants as at once rural and urban drew attention to the strategic ways 
in which they employed both their own mobility and the NGO language of community and 
village development, to work toward an improvement in their circumstances. This theme, that 
participating people draw strategically on their own and NGO's priorities, knowledge and 
resources to achieve improvement and pursue empowerment, is central to the argument that 
emerged from the process of conducting the fieldwork. In this sense, a multi-sited approach to 
ethnography reflected and enabled analysis of the research context, in which many people are 
highly mobile, flows of aid connect rural and even remote places to urban and metropolitan 
centres, and where communities, households and families are defined by their geographical 
dispersion at least as much as by their place-boundedness.
As a result of this multi-sited approach, I came to conceptualise both community, and 
community interventions, as more mobile, fluid, contestable -  and themselves multi-sited -  
than I had necessarily presumed prior to fieldwork. Initially, I had planned and conceived of my 
research as a two-stage process, in which a period of time in Phnom Penh would be necessary 
in order to gather the information and build the relationships that would make possible the
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rural ethnography that I envisaged would be the focus of the research. In other words, I 
thought "some time in the city" would be necessary to make the "real" research (which would 
be rural, with participants in interventions, and with people understood to be vulnerable and 
poor) possible. However as the research unfolded, as a multi-sited project, I became more 
aware of the value of understanding the complex and fluid relationships between rural and 
urban contexts, and between beneficiary and implementing agency, and more aware that 
there can be synergy and overlap between these categories and perspectives as well as 
conflict and contestation. Effective analysis of these matters was made possible from a 
standpoint situated within the relationships I established not only with NGO Executive Officers 
(detailed above), but also with fieldworkers and community members. This chapter now turns 
to consider these relationships, as they were developed in the process of participant 
observation.
Rural participant observation
In both Prey Veng and the northeast, participant observation involved living with the NGO 
fieldworkers at the provincial field offices of the two organisations. We worked and ate meals 
together, and like many of the fieldworkers I also slept at the office, unrolling a mattress 
between office desks and stringing up a mosquito net to share with a woman fieldworker or 
interpreter. On days when there were no interviews scheduled I assisted the staff team with 
various tasks. In Prey Veng in particular I made myself available to help with a range of 
matters, most of them to do with spoken and written English expression, editing and computer 
trouble-shooting. This was valuable to the research process not only because it allowed a 
deeper understanding of staff routines and perspectives, but also because knowing who I was, 
and the purpose of the research, assisted the fieldworkers to introduce me, and the research, 
to village leaders and community members, and to invite people's participation in interviews. I 
also met several women CBO members, who later took part in interviews, when they visited 
the field office to meet a worker or to receive the food aid that was distributed once a month 
to the poorest families and people caring for HIV positive family members. Initial introductions 
of this kind assisted in making me and the research better known and understood in the 
villages where interviews were later conducted, and therefore may have reduced any anxiety 
or uncertainty about the research process experienced by potential participants. For example, 
although there was no obligation on any interviewee to take part in this research, a small 
number of women who participated in interviews explained that they had held some concerns 
about the process, prior to taking part. Specifically, because they had never been interviewed
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by a foreigner, they were uncertain what this would be like (see for example w26, w5, g l l 2). In 
particular, they had been concerned that it might be embarrassing, especially if we were 
unable to understand each other, or if I asked inappropriate questions (g ll). That these 
concerns were allayed during the interview process was reflected in women's open discussion 
of these prior matters. However, my ongoing presence in the area before and after interviews 
may also have contributed to a greater sense of awareness, among villagers, of who I was, and 
what participation in the research might entail in practical terms.
While my period of observation in the northeast was very brief (just six weeks divided 
between two field offices), I had also worked in the same area as a volunteer in 2006 and 2007 
and had visited some of the same villages at that time. As a result, I had some prior knowledge 
of development interventions, social organisation and development challenges in this area.
This existing knowledge made it possible to understand more readily the interview data and 
interview process in relation to their social context. It is important to stress that in both of the 
rural contexts where research took place, much of my most important learning took place not 
in the brief but intense period of interviewing (which was conducted over 21 days during four 
months in Prey Veng and fourteen days in the northeast), but in the spaces between formal 
research encounters -  the seemingly long periods of waiting for something to happen, the 
meals and snacks shared with fieldworkers at their homes and in local markets; and the 
conversations with field workers and community members that happened over time in the 
course of daily life. For example, given the sensitive nature of Cambodian politics and the 
traumatic character of its modern history, I never enquired about people's perspectives on 
contemporary politics or their experiences prior to or during the UNTAC period. However, as 
my relationships with workers and communities developed, I found that NGO staff in particular 
became more forthcoming about their views and experiences in this area. While outside the 
scope of the initial research proposal, these personal perspectives drew attention to the 
complex relationships between local NGOs and the Cambodian state, and this challenged me 
to consider ways I might address this relationship in the research.
2 Throughout this thesis extracts from interviews with research respondents are identified as follows: "w" for an 
interview with a woman, "m" for an interview with a man and "g" for interviews with a group of members of a CBO. 
As the majority of participants in CBO interviews were women, in most instances where a man is cited when 
speaking in a group interview this is specifically identified in the text. Groups are identified as mothers', fathers', 
microfinance or other kinds of CBOs in the text, as appropriate. A full list of group interviews, identifying group type 
and the location by field site, can be found in the Appendix.
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One way that I responded to such emerging information and evolving research priorities was 
to keep a field diary in which I observed matters relating to the initial research questions, and 
to questions that emerged as significant in the field. The kinds of data I recorded in field notes, 
and the relationship between these field observations, the initial research questions, and 
emerging research questions are detailed in Table 3.1.
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Documenting the process of participation observation in this way was not intended to 
necessarily produce answers to all the original research questions, but rather to gather a range 
of data relevant to the initial research questions and to document the research process and 
emerging information as fully as possible. As illustrated above this process also assisted in 
articulating and exploring unexpected field-relevant areas of inquiry. This process produced 
data that were analysed, both during and after fieldwork, in order to arrive at the refined 
research questions set out at the end of Chapter Two. I used the same process when 
conducting the research interviews, and this is detailed below. Continued critical reflection on 
the unexpected themes and data that came to light in observation and interviews reframed 
the research process to respond better to the information emerging, allowing field-relevant 
hypotheses to be reached, and making it possible to recontextualise the original research 
questions in relation to issues and data arising in the field.
The research interviews
Interviews with members of CBOs were the primary method of generating field data. I also 
conducted research interviews with twelve NGO executive staff and six fieldworkers, and these 
data along with data gathered through participant observation helped to set the findings from 
interviews with members of self-help groups in the context of the social relationships that 
shape the narratives presented in these interviews. The primary data that are presented and 
analysed in the following chapters are drawn from individual and group interviews with CBO 
members, conducted in Mesang and in surrounding districts in Prey Veng province (See 
Chapter Four). Additional data are drawn from group and individual interviews with CBO 
members in the northeast. These took place in Kratie and Stung Treng provinces, in villages 
located along the Mekong River between Kratie and Stung Treng towns.
Interviewees in both group and individual interviews were initially invited to participate by 
NGO fieldworkers, who approached them during their normal work in villages. In Prey Veng I 
agreed with the fieldworkers that it would be best to invite groups and individuals that they 
judged would be confident to share their views with a researcher (based on their confident 
participation in NGO programs and their interactions with fieldworkers) and who would have 
time to participate in an interview that could take up to 1.5 hours. By contrast in the 
northeast, in line with the NGO's request, I accompanied fieldworkers to meetings with
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members of groups that were judged by fieldworkers to be "stronger" and "less strong", based 
on fieldworkers' perceptions of levels of trust between group members, the varied capacity of 
group leaders to undertake their roles, and the variable success that groups had with the work 
set for them by NGOs (such as raising and selling small livestock, or managing group savings 
and disbursing NGO microfinance loans). Fieldworkers in both locations advised village leaders 
that a researcher had requested to meet with members of the self-help groups. The usual 
process for interviewing was to meet first with the Village Chief and VDC members so that my 
interpreter and I could introduce ourselves, and the purpose of the research -  and to answer 
any questions about the research that village leaders might have; then to conduct the group 
interview, and after that -  either the same day or at a later date -  to meet with several 
members of the group individually at their homes.
Most of the group interviews were with self-help savings groups, although a range of other 
groups also participated. The type of groups interviewed was determined by fieldworkers' 
work plans, and the criteria described above. Fieldworkers had a schedule of different groups 
to visit each week, and participating groups were invited at this time. Tables 3.2 and 3.3 
describe the different kinds of groups that took part in interviews, in the northeastern and 
southeastern field sites.
Table 3.2 Breakdown by group type of Prey Veng province group interviews
G ro u p  ty p e N u m b e r
Self-help savings and loan groups 11
Mothers' group 5
Fathers' group 3
Child protection network 3
T o ta l g roups 22
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Table 3.3 Breakdown by group type of Kratie and Stung Treng provinces group interviews
Group type N um ber
Self-help savings and loan groups 
(three of which had formed but not 
begun saving or borrowing)
9
Ecotourism project management 
group 1
Total groups 10
The gender composition, age breakdown and numbers of members in these groups varied 
significantly, though most participants were women and a majority were of middle age or 
older. The two largest groups had 25 and 31 members, most groups had between five and 
twelve members and the average number of participants at interview was around ten people.
Most active members of these groups (with the exception of fathers' groups) were women. In 
Prey Veng, group interviews were typically with women CBO members only, or with women 
and a small number of men who were also group members. Similarly in the northeast, most 
group interviews were generally attended by a majority of women and a smaller number of 
men. This reflects the mixed-gender composition of these livelihood and self-help 
microfinance groups, but also women's tendency to predominate as CBO participants. In both 
sites, group meetings were often also attended by village leaders, usually Village Chiefs, Vice 
Village Chiefs or members of Village Development Committees. These village leaders were 
men, with the exception of a small number of women members of Village Development 
Committees. (Reflecting these gender dynamics, in most instances throughout the text when 
men are cited in group interviews, this is specifically noted).
The gender and power dynamics at play as a result of the participation of men and (male) 
village leaders is likely to have shaped the ways in which women - and men - discussed and 
represented their experiences of participation and poverty reduction. For example, interviews 
with women-only groups highlighted issues of domestic violence, women's safety and 
reproductive and sexual health to a much greater extent than interviews with mixed-gender 
groups did. This may reflect the fact that fieldworkers encouraged Prey Veng mothers' groups 
to discuss such gender matters. In addition, the greater focus on food insecurity and livelihood 
diversification in individual interviews could reflect that women and men did not wish to 
highlight their former poverty in group discussions.
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In most interviews with mixed gender groups, women appeared to speak confidently and 
openly about their experiences of participation and change. In a small number of group 
interviews, men and village leaders dominated conversation, with women appearing uncertain 
or unwilling to speak. This suggests the potential for the research (and the two interventions) 
to reflect gender dynamics that prioritise men's perspectives and participation over women's. 
(However in most group interviews, women were more forthcoming than men about their 
experiences of participation.) In an effort to manage and to understand the gender dynamics 
of participation (both in NGO interventions and in the research), during interviews I enquired 
directly of CBO members why more women than men were present, whether this was typical, 
and why more women than men participate in CBOs. In most cases this prompted robust 
discussion from participants of both genders. Thus in both women-only and mixed-gender 
contexts, asking for participants' own views about CBO gender dynamics provided a useful 
point of departure for understanding people's experience of and perspectives on the ways in 
which gender is implicated and negotiated in processes of poverty reduction and change.
The presence of village leaders in group interviews is likely to have stifled discussion of certain 
experiences. For example it is unlikely that people would have expressed dissatisfaction with 
village leaders' involvement in the distribution of NGO-delivered resources. Given that it would 
have been difficult (and probably inappropriate) to meet with CBOs without the approval of 
village leaders, I regarded their involvement as an opportunity to observe and understand 
interactions between these leaders and CBO members, and to invite leaders to share their 
perspectives on their role in NGO-led schemes. Village leaders were very rarely present during 
individual interviews, which does allow for a counterbalancing perspective. As described 
above, one major difference between individual and group interviews is that group interviews 
tended to highlight issues that women may have felt more confident to discuss in a group 
setting, perhaps because they were accustomed to discussing these matters together, 
including at the encouragement of NGO fieldworkers.
A total of 43 formal interviews with individual members of CBOs were conducted. Of the 43 
interviews, 33 took place in Prey Veng, with the remaining ten taking place in Kratie and Stung 
Treng. As detailed below in Tables 3.5 and 3.6, a majority of these interviewees were women. 
In large part, this reflects the higher rates of participation in both schemes by women, as 
compared to men. (This gender dynamic is discussed in detail in Chapters Five to Eight.)
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Table 3.4 Location of interviews with individuals
Kratie/Stung Treng (northeast) 10
Prey Veng (southeast) 33
T o ta l in te rv ie w s 43
Table 3.5 Gender of participants in individual interviews in Prey Veng (total = 33)
Men 2
Women 31
Table 3.6 Gender of participants in individual interviews in Kratie and Stung Treng 
(total = 10)
Men 3
Women 7
Consent to participate
People participated in this research on the basis of a direct request from NGO fieldworkers 
(and with the approval of their Village Chief). To my knowledge, no groups or individuals 
declined to be interviewed (although some group members may have elected to absent 
themselves from their group's meeting on the day of interview). However, it is possible that 
participants felt unable to refuse a request from people (Village Chiefs and NGO fieldworkers) 
who commanded higher status and authority in their communities than did interviewees 
themselves. This remains the case even though I requested that fieldworkers make clear that 
participation was optional. This reflects a more general challenge for participatory and 
community development, detailed in the previous chapter, namely that people may be unable 
to choose not to participate (Mosse 1994). To militate against any possible perception of 
compulsion to participate in the research, I reiterated in interviews that people did not have to 
stay and could leave at any point. I also sought to listen actively to people's accounts and to 
actively observe the dynamics of interviews -  and in particular to be alert to people's 
willingness or unwillingness to participate. I sought to provide opportunities for people to 
choose to participate actively in interviews, and to opt out of active participation. For example, 
I avoided asking questions directly of individuals in group interviews, especially those who 
appeared shy or unwilling to speak; I explained as clearly as possible the purpose of interviews; 
and brought to a close as swiftly as possible the very small number of individual interviews
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(two) during which primary interviewees appeared embarrassed or unwilling to talk. Verbal 
consent to participate was provided by all participants in group and individual interviews.
Inclusion and exclusion
In the main, interviewees were active and enthusiastic participants in NGO-led community 
interventions. As detailed above, these people were those that NGO fieldworkers judged 
would have a positive orientation toward research that invited them to share their experience 
of participation. Most were members of households classified by the two NGOs as either 
"poor" or "medium poor" at the time of interview (CLA 2009b; Manith 2008), though all 
recounted a significant improvement in their situation over time. In Prey Veng, all had been 
poorest or poor households when they first joined an NGO-supported group (see Chapter 
Four). In this way the research process selected people likely to hold a positive orientation 
toward the work of NGOs, and to have had a positive experience of participation. Perhaps as a 
result, most interviewees were also characterised by their confidence in articulating a 
narrative of positive change over time.
It is therefore important to observe that the experiences of people who were among the 
poorest in their communities at the time this research took place, people who chose not to 
take part in NGO interventions, and those with negative experiences of participation, are 
largely unreflected in this thesis. Additionally, because women are the primary participants 
both in the two NGO programs and in this research, men's voices and experiences are less 
dominant. However, where it was appropriate and possible I sought to encourage men's 
participation and men's perspectives in conversation and in interview (including in interviews 
with father's groups, men who were present when their wives or other family members were 
interviewed, and male members of microcredit groups), as these perspectives are necessary to 
understanding how gender is implicated in the ways that families and communities are 
negotiating participation in NGO-led development. As a result, the findings presented in this 
thesis do not seek to make a general or generalisable comment about the experience of all 
people in the villages where research took place, or about the experience of all participants in 
the two community interventions studied. Rather, this research presents an analysis of the 
experiences and perceptions of certain specifically situated people: namely, those women, and 
some men, who elected to become and to remain actively involved in NGO-led interventions, 
and who attributed a positive change in their lives -  at least in part -  to this participation.
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Many of these people (and all respondents in Prey Veng) had experienced a significant 
transition in life, from being among the poorest in their villages, to having substantially 
improved circumstances. As a result, the analysis that is presented in later chapters is able to 
identify some perceptual, material and relational aspects of this transformation, without 
claiming that this analysis would apply to all people in the research sites or to all contexts 
where community interventions take place.
It is important to note that most participants in both group and individual interviews were 
middle aged or older. Though some younger women and men (from their early 20s to their 
early 40s) did take part in both individual and group interviews, the high rate of participation 
by middle aged and older people reflects the general age of those taking part in the two NGO 
schemes. As a result, the perspectives presented in the research are those of people who had 
lived through Cambodia's drawn out civil and international conflicts. This is reflected in their 
frequent contrasting of the relative peace and stability of the present; with the hunger, 
violence and danger of the past. This sharp contrast shapes their narratives of empowerment 
and poverty reduction, as later chapters discuss. The greater representation of middle aged 
and older participants also shapes the narratives of mobility and migration that the research 
presents. Many respondents recounted having ceased (or reduced) travelling to sell their 
labour, and presented this as important to a positive change in their situations. However the 
voices of their adult and teenaged children or other younger relatives who travel to (or live 
permanently in) Phnom Penh and other destinations - and whose labour and earnings are 
central to rural household livelihoods - are in general not captured in this research. This caveat 
is important because it is likely that younger people's understandings and experiences of 
empowerment and poverty reduction would situate rural to urban labour, urban environments 
and rural households in distinct ways. Indeed as Derks (2008) has established, urban economic 
participation and cultural consumption are crucial to young rural-urban migrants' experiences 
of youth, gender and identity. In focusing on middle aged and older people's narratives, this 
research presents a particular perspective and experience of mobility and place-making in 
post-UNTAC Cambodia.
The length of interviews varied from ten to fifteen minutes (in the two instances when 
individual women interviewees appeared reluctant to participate) to more than two hours for 
some group interviews. Interviews with individuals lasted on average between 45 minutes and 
one hour, group interviews between one and two hours. All interviews were conducted in co-
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operation with an interpreter. Junior women fieldworkers were also sometimes present for all 
or part of the group interviews, but rarely accompanied us to individual interviews (the 
benefits and complexities of this involvement are further discussed below). Each interview 
began with the interpreter and I introducing ourselves and the research informally, before 
explaining the areas we would like to cover in interview, then asking if there were any 
questions about the research and checking whether people had understood what we had 
explained (by asking if they could explain in their own terms why we were there), before 
seeking verbal consent to interview. This was intended to encourage an informal interview 
style; to present the research as conversationally as possible; and to make clear the purpose of 
the research while dispelling concerns, and expectations or hopes, that people might have had 
about the purpose or process of the research (such as that it might result in additional 
resources for their CBO or village). In line with the common practice of both NGOs at 
community meetings, snacks were provided at all group interviews, which may have 
encouraged participation, along with the novel experience of speaking with a foreign 
researcher.
The matters addressed in semi-structured interviews remained largely unchanged from the 
matters I proposed in the initial research design. Individual and group interviews sought to 
elicit people's perceptions of change over time, their motivations to participate in self-help 
CBOs and their experiences of participation. These interviews also sought to identify how 
members of households and others in the community divided and managed the tasks required 
by participation; as well as interviewees' perceptions of change at the household level and in 
their own lives, and in their relationships with NGO fieldworkers and other significant people 
in the community, such as village leaders. Interviews were structured to seek a conversational, 
temporal account of participation and change. Thus I began group interviews with an open- 
ended request for CBO members to tell me about the purpose and the work of their group, 
and as appropriate asked further questions to ensure the conversation also addressed when 
and why the group formed, and how and why people present became members. I then asked 
about some aspects of group organisation, such as how the group had selected leaders and 
how they divided the work and benefits of participation, including accessing credit loans; as 
well as any challenges or successes of the group. Next, interviews moved to address any 
changes that the members of the group felt had come about because of their work together. 
Responses to this question often initiated a broader conversation that addressed several 
matters about which I would enquire, including why women tended to be over-represented
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among interviewees and active participants in groups. These interviews also consistently 
raised unforseen issues and aspects of change, including the emotional experience of 
participation, the value that group members placed on the knowledge transmitted by NGOs, 
and women's perception that their participation had been accompanied by increased safety, 
both in the home and in the community. In addition these accounts set the experience of 
participating in CBOs in the context of a relationship with supporting NGOs.
As detailed above, these lines of questioning were chosen in order to gain information about 
people's perceptions of and orientation toward participation; an account of change or stasis 
over time, in particular with regard to their control over resources and decisions related to 
participation; and accounts of how the labour required by participation was negotiated, both 
in the household and in the wider community. Discussions about time use, and the household 
division of decisions and labour, sought to identify how the gender dynamics of obligation and 
participation were experienced in particular rural Cambodian contexts, and any consequences 
for empowerment (Kabeer 1999; Mayoux 1995, 2003). In interviews with individuals and 
groups I also sought to elicit information about what new routines and uses of space (such as 
in village meetings) might have been created by participation, along with people's experience 
of these routines. As Cornwall (2002) has observed, these can be significant outcomes of 
participation in CBOs.
These questions also sought to identify whether and how participation in CBOs might extend 
patronage networks and deepen inequalities. For example, I sought to identify why certain 
people were not invited to join groups and whether all members of groups benefited equally 
from their participation. I also enquired about the role of village leaders in relation to CBOs, in 
order to better understand how groups related to these representatives of the local state, and 
specifically whether CBOs can be best understood as an expression of democratic citizenship 
or evidence of state control over the benefits that development intervention can deliver. It is 
relevant to note that Village Chiefs or members of VDCs were sometimes present in group 
interviews (but never in individual interviews). This reflects the active role that these village 
leaders play in shaping and mediating the benefits that intervention can deliver, as Chapter Six 
discusses. The presence of these leaders may potentially have stifled the expression of certain 
perspectives in interviews (for example, people would be unlikely to have expressed 
dissatisfaction with the role of Village Chiefs while these figures were present). Thus, when 
Village Chiefs or VDC members were present in interviews, I addressed questions about their
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roles to them, rather than to other villagers, who may not have been in a position to speak 
freely about such matters. These power dynamics accurately reflect the top-down 
relationships that shape development assistance in Cambodia (and which were discussed in 
Chapter Two). Thus I regarded interviews where both CBO members and village leaders were 
present as opportunities to observe the interactions between these differently situated people 
and thereby to understand how these interactions might enable or close down opportunities 
for empowerment. Table 3.7 illustrates the relationship between the matters addressed in 
interviews and the initial general research question, and also demonstrates how the data that 
emerged in interviews led to the identification of additional, field-relevant areas of inquiry.
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I elected to conduct both group and individual interviews in an effort to balance certain biases 
toward which group interviewing tends. As Mosse (1994) has pointed out, group interviewing 
can tend to engineer an apparent consensus, silencing disagreement and diverse perspectives 
within groups. This occurs because in group interviews the perspectives of certain people -  the 
most articulate, the most confident and/ or the most powerful -  tend to predominate and 
researchers may falsely presume these to speak for the collectivity. Moreover, in group 
interviews CBO members are unlikely to address the negative aspects of participation, such as 
the burdens, stress and peer pressure that can be placed on group members struggling to 
meet their responsibilities to the group (Mayoux 2003). Nonetheless, group interviews were a 
valuable opportunity to generate narratives about participation in these organisations, and to 
observe group dynamics, such as who spoke and when. Individual interviews were conducted 
to complement and balance the perspectives presented in group interviews. They offered an 
opportunity to elicit more detailed information about individual and household perspectives 
on participation, and to assess the extent to which these individual accounts aligned with the 
perspectives on these matters gathered in group interview. Both divergence and alignment 
were evident in these perspectives, and this informed the development of revised research 
hypotheses, as this chapter details later.
While individual interviews foregrounded one person's account of change, many of these 
interviews were conducted with other people present. These were often family members 
(commonly husbands, but also parents, children and adult children), but neighbours and 
curious members of CBOs of which interviewees were members sometimes also attended. On 
some occasions, these bystanders and household members became active participants in 
interviews, sharing their views and perspectives with and about the primary interviewee. The 
people who took on this role were diverse, just as the situations of households that 
participated in the community interventions were diverse, as Table 3.8 illustrates.
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Table 3.8 Examples of persons interviewed and others who participated in interviews
P r im a r y  in te r v ie w e e O th e r  p a r t ic ip a n ts  in  in te r v ie w
Older woman (w23) Her adult son-in-law
Middle-aged widow (w24)
Her sister, who lives next door, and after some time the 
interviewee's brother-in-law
Older woman (wl2) Her divorced husband, four grown-up daughters, some with 
their own children
Young woman (wl9) Her husband and parents who live next door
Middle-aged man (ml) Customers of his small daily goods shop who stopped to see 
what was going on
Younger woman (w9) Her husband, and several other women and the Village Chief whom she called over when they passed by on the road
The presence of others in interviews suggests curtailed privacy. This may have limited the 
ability of the interviewees to speak freely, in particular the ability of women to speak about 
change in their relationships within their households and families (Allmark et al 2009:48;
World Health Organisation 2001:6-7). While this scenario may have inhibited frank accounts of 
experience, the participation in interviews of people outside the immediate household and 
nuclear family reflects that the significant networks and relationships in women's and families' 
lives extend beyond the immediate household. In itself, this is an important counterfactual 
observation about a rural context sometimes characterised as atomised into discrete 
household units by experiences of trauma and poverty (Ovesen et al 1996).
Power, relationships and voice
While household and community power dynamics may indeed have inhibited and shaped 
interviewees' information giving, generally research participants seemed unperturbed by the 
presence of relatives and neighbours in interview. Indeed, my perception of interviews is that 
they were generally characterised by enthusiasm, particularly from women, for sharing their 
accounts of change. In the primary research site (Prey Veng) in particular, I was struck by 
people's apparent openness to discussing matters often regarded as taboo in the Khmer 
context, including domestic violence, reproductive health, the experience of poverty, and "the 
Pol Pot time" (bpael Pol Pot). I had carefully designed my interview guide to avoid direct 
questions about such matters. However, when interviewees raised or prioritised these matters 
in successive interviews I responded with questions. As an example, in interviews where 
women raised a reduction in domestic violence as an outcome of their participation, I enquired
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why they thought this had occurred. In this sense, a relatively informal and conversational 
style of semi-structured interviewing allowed interviewees to bring unexpected priorities to 
interviews, including topics often regarded as taboo in the Cambodian context, and this led to 
a shift in the data generated and the revised hypotheses that were later developed.
The apparent openness that characterised interviews is also likely to reflect the efforts of 
NGOs and other agencies to encourage discussion of many formerly taboo matters (such as 
sexual and reproductive health, in Prey Veng (see Chapter Four). Interviewees' attitude may 
also have reflected their perception that NGO intervention is characterised by a new and 
beneficial openness in information sharing, including about subjects that are difficult to discuss 
(see Chapter Five). As an example of this attitude, one interviewee cut short my explanation of 
the verbal consent to interview and the ethical protocols associated with the research (w2), 
while another (w l) assured me firmly that "in this village we talk to people!" Thus the positive 
associations attached to open flows of information and to accessing information from 
development-oriented sources such as NGOs, shaped the research process, as well as the 
findings (see Chapter Five). Specifically, group members often appeared to relish the 
opportunity to ask a variety of questions of myself and also of Phnom Penh-based interpreters, 
about topics unrelated to the research. Given their experience of what may be characterised 
as "voicelessness" (Narayan 2005) as an aspect of poverty, I began to hypothesise that for 
many interviewees, discussing their experience of participation, and sharing information with 
novel visitors, were welcome opportunities to reflect on a process of improvement in life that 
they regarded as prompted in part by their participation in community development.
While women's and men's accounts of change were in part shaped by NGO narratives and by 
the power that these agencies hold over participating people, these accounts are no less valid 
or compelling as a result of this. In short, the narratives presented in this research reflect the 
social context that shaped them. For example, participants in CLA's child protection work 
identified improved child protection as an outcome of participation, and participants in CRDT's 
conservation work identified species protection as an outcome of participation. Such accounts 
may well reflect the influence that external agencies have in defining problems and solutions 
(O'Leary 2007a). F!owever, as the findings chapters (Five to Eight) demonstrate, there are both 
synergies and variances in how NGOs and participants presented the purpose and value of 
intervention and participation. Though a pervasive sense of gratitude and to a lesser extent 
obligation to NGOs was evident in some interviews, reflecting the interviewees' continued
85
dependence on outside assistance (O'Leary 2007a; Kilby 2011), people also identified flaws 
and problems with the NGOs' work, and their accounts suggest they had achieved often 
significant improvements in life within this complex relationship. As Chapters Five to Eight 
detail, these accounts of change also draw attention to the unexpected ends to which 
participants turned interventions. Given this complexity, I do not think that people's accounts 
of their participation can be read simply as expressing what they believe NGOs (or a foreign 
research student) wanted them to say, even though, as Mosse (1994) cautions, this can and 
does occur in community development contexts.
Respondents' accounts of change reflected and refracted development narratives 
promulgated by different agencies and individuals acting in and on the field sites. The table 
below disaggregates the development messages of some key actors, as these relate to gender 
and women's participation in development. While the narratives of each of these actors are 
contested (either externally and/ or internally), Table 3.9 demonstrates that there can be 
coherence or compatibility - as well as divergence - in the narratives of different actors 
working at different levels.
Table 3.9 Gender-related development messages of actors relevant to the field sites
A cto r D e v e lo p m e n t m essage
NGO donors' 
development 
messages
(see Chapter Two for 
discussion)
• Women's participation in development delivers benefits for women, 
community, households and national development.
• Women's participation has instrumental and inherent value.
• Women's empowerment is possible and can be supported by 
participation in local development initiatives.
CRDT and CLA 
organisational 
messages
(see Chapter Four for 
discussion)
• Participation in community-based organisations is a way of working 
toward these goals.
• CBO microcredit enhances household livelihoods and women's ability 
to contribute to livelihood improvement.
NGO fieldworker 
messages
(see Chapters Five to 
Eight for discussion)
• Participation in CBOs helps women keep their children in school.
• Women should help one another with problems in their lives.
• Women are responsible for their homes and the health of their 
families.
• Being a CBO member assists women and households to practice 
"Khmer traditions" of mutual assistance.
Women research
participants'
narratives
• CBOs allow women to spend more time interacting and talking with 
one another, about daily matters.
• Microcredit is fraught with risk, but is essential to livelihood 
improvement.
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A cto r D e v e lo p m e n t m essage
(see Chapters Five -  
Eight for discussion)
• Women participate in development and CBOs on behalf of their 
families, and to improve their household situation.
• Participation in CBOs is compatible with "Khmer traditions" that 
associate women with the household, management of household 
finances and the household compound.
• Participation presents women with a range of "development ideas" 
that they employ strategically in combination with "traditional" ideas.
In presenting and analysing interview data in Chapters Five to Eight this research seeks to 
animate Lawler's (2002:242) position that "narratives do not originate with the individual: 
rather, they circulate culturally to provide a repertoire ... from which people can produce their 
own stories". In the rural Cambodian context, these narratives are in part produced by the 
interplay of NGO and community understandings of intervention that this research addresses. 
However in their very selective and strategic use of the "new ideas" promulgated by NGOs 
(see Chapters Five to Eight), these accounts illustrate that "respondents as well as researchers 
are reflexive, analytic individuals" (Letherby 2011:71), able to imbue meaning and significance 
into the narratives that shape their social context and to use these to their benefit.
As Chapters Five to Eight will demonstrate, in the rural contexts studied in this thesis, research 
respondents strategically adopted, contested and negotiated a variety of development 
narratives and ideas that have permeated rural Cambodia in the post-UNTAC period. The 
narratives that these people shared in interviews can, on face value, appear to conform to 
familiar -  and disempowering - tropes in development intervention. For example, women in 
particular presented themselves as having transformed from lacking knowledge prior to 
participation, to gaining crucial knowledge as a result of participation in community 
development. This narrative, of transformation from lacking to commanding knowledge that 
might be classified as "modern" or "developed" in contrast to "traditional", echoes throughout 
development interventions from the colonial to contemporary (Rist 1997). It is likely that the 
prominence of such tropes in women's and men's narratives of change also reflects the 
hierarchical relationship between NGO staff and rural people, and specifically the dismissal of 
rural knowledge that O'Leary (2007a) has observed is common in Cambodian development 
interventions. The presence of NGO fieldworkers in some of the interviews, particularly with 
CBO members, may have contributed to this presentation of these narratives.
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However as later chapters detail, women and men (both during interviews and in less formal 
interactions, including prior to and following interviews) drew attention to the practical 
benefits of what they presented as their "new" development knowledge. They also described 
their very strategic engagement with this knowledge, some aspects of which they adopted 
while strategically adapting or rejecting others. Throughout the findings chapters, the aim is 
illustrate and to analyse the ways in which rural women's and men's accounts are shaped by 
and also in strategic response to the powerful but fragmented narratives of development that 
have mobilised interventions in rural Cambodia since the 1990s. In thus focusing on 
participating people's narratives, it is an acknowledged limitation of this thesis that the 
narratives and messages of other development actors are less prominent.
Working with interpreters
Working with interpreters was beneficial not only for clarifying any potential 
misunderstandings that could have resulted from my basic conversational command of Khmer 
language, but also for assisting interviewees to place me in a social context, and vice versa. I 
worked with three interpreters. In Kratie and Stung Treng I worked with two young women 
from Phnom Penh, both of whom had worked for NGOs (one as a trainee teacher, the other as 
a tradecraft consultant). Both were originally from rural backgrounds and I felt this would 
assist my understanding of the research context as well as of appropriate behaviour. I could 
observe these women engaging with interviewees and field staff, and model their behaviour 
and attitudes as appropriate and as best I could. A young woman fieldworker also assisted with 
interpreting during group interviews in the northeast. In Prey Veng I worked with a middle- 
aged woman with extensive experience in rural community development work and prior 
familiarity with CLA's work.
It was my perception that all the women interpreters found it a pleasant and novel experience 
to w'ork and travel to villages with a PhD researcher. As more than one of these women 
com mented, it was in part an opportunity to daleng (visit, holiday or "walk for pleasure") in 
rural areas. The experience also had overtones of the not uncommon Khmer experience of 
returning from Phnom Penh to a rural village of origin for a festival or celebration. As Derks 
(2008) observes, these visits cement an impression of returnees' modern and urban 
orie ntation, status and expendable wealth, and are a source of entertainment and enjoyment 
for rural dwellers who may count on gifts of money as well as stories of life in the city.
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Conducting interviews in the company of these Khmer women appeared to assist in setting 
interviewees at ease, particularly women. They may have seen the interviews as similar to 
more familiar relationships between rural and urban Khmer women, as evidenced when 
interviewees enquired about interpreters' work and lives in the city. In this manner, 
interpreters also played a role as cultural brokers, establishing culturally familiar relationships 
with interviewees in which I could take part. Invaluably, they also modelled for me appropriate 
ways of relating to interviewees and others, including appropriate physical orientation and use 
of space.
Interpreters also played an active role in shaping the data that were generated. They did so in 
ways that reflect the unequal relationship between educated, urban and professional 
Cambodian women, and the rural village women who took part in interviews. For example, 
interpreters sometimes corrected or added to interviewees' explanations, and interviews 
occasionally veered away from seeking participants' perspectives to becoming a vehicle for 
moral or ethical instruction delivered by the interpreter. As an example, on one occasion CBO 
members explained that the purpose of their group was to lend money for important 
purchases, and the interpreter replied that while that was true, the main reason that NGOs 
supported the group was so the women's children could go to school. While this tendency 
toward didactic instruction may have dismissed interviewees' perspective on the utility of their 
group, it accurately reflects the situated relationship between interpreters and rural 
interviewees, which is in turn reflective of a wider tendency for those with social power to 
dismiss the knowledge of rural people living with poverty (O'Leary 2007a, 2007b; Mosse 1994).
Reflecting on research relationships and interpreting data
Many of the ethical, methodological and practical research matters detailed above relate to 
working with intermediaries, among them the Executive Officers of the NGOs who assisted me 
in my research and whom I helped with English editing, grant writing, report writing and 
otherwise navigating their sometimes awkward relationship with their far away international 
NGO donors. Other intermediaries were NGO fieldworkers who assisted with interpreting, 
accompanied me to and from appointments in villages and introduced me to villagers, and 
who patiently explained their work and shared their daily lives with me. I was similarly assisted 
by interpreters who, as described above, also acted as cultural mediators and models of 
appropriate behaviour. Working with all of these people both extended and in particular ways
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limited the knowledge of social change and social life that I could grasp with confidence during 
fieldwork. Intermediation made the research possible, brokered sufficient understanding and 
produced workable research relationships. However, researching the relationship between 
NGOs and communities from a perspective produced by my engagement with these NGOs also 
shaped the questions, answers, silences and asides that it was possible to exchange with the 
participants in NGO interventions. For example, it was not appropriate to enquire whether 
Village Chiefs expected CBO members to vote for their political party in elections, but it was 
possible to observe how village leaders and CBOs related in the context of the day-to-day 
administration of the groups, and this observation made possible an embedded understanding 
of how village leaders both assist and control the operation of these groups (see Chapter 
Seven). As noted earlier, relying on interpreters and brokers to assist in making sense of 
people's experiences shaped the narratives of change that this research presents, and points 
to the contested and contingent nature of trust and knowledge in this type of research 
process.
As a result, neither individual nor group accounts of change and development can be read as 
'authentic' or 'pure' accounts of experience. Rather, these accounts are shaped by the context 
in which they are told. They reflect the relationships that shape interviewees' self-perception 
and subjectivity, such as those between husbands or wives, and with other members of 
families, households and communities. They also reflect the expectations and imbalances of 
power between NGO fieldworkers and participants, and between myself as a foreign 
researcher and research participants, as well as being shaped by the priorities that interpreters 
and other research brokers brought to bear on the research interviews. In this sense the 
narratives presented in this research accurately reflect the complex opportunities for silence, 
speech and reflection that were produced by two development interventions and the 
relationships that people built with NGOs that deliver them (Jackson 2012). The advantage of 
the ethnographic approach is that it allowed me to set people's narratives in their social 
context, from my own engaged perspective in that setting.
Through this socially-embedded approach to interviewing, a number of themes emerged that 
were further developed in data analysis. As Tables 3.1 and 3.7 illustrated, the processes of 
interviewing and participant observation generated data that modified the original research 
question, requiring it to be set in the context of a broader enquiry into people's experiences
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and perceptions of change and NGO development intervention in contemporary rural 
Cambodia. This affected the way the data gathered were used and interpreted.
Detailed notes taken during and after interviews were coded to identify aspects of the process 
of change described in interviews. Data were coded by hand in order to become closely 
familiar with the material (Bailey 2006:128). This process led to identification of three main 
areas of social life (knowledge, participation in CBOs and the division of tasks within the 
household) across which a process of change, improvement and possibly empowerment could 
be identified. This method of categorisation led to the three research sub-questions that were 
detailed at the end of Chapter Two. Data were then recoded within each area to allow a more 
detailed analysis (Bailey 2006:129). For example, information relating to CBOs was coded by: 
member expectations of group leaders, the process of electing leaders, expectations of 
members, ideas about the nature of good leadership, and rationales for women's 
participation. The aim of all coding was to identify themes in the processes of change 
described in both group and individual interviews.
In line with the research aim of identifying the synergies and divergences within the 
understandings of NGOs and communities, coding also sought to capture similarities and 
differences in the accounts and the perceptions of groups of people who were situated 
differently in the social context, such as CBO leaders, Village Chiefs, VDC members, CBO 
members and fieldworkers. In the process of coding and analysis it became increasingly 
apparent that the accounts of interviewees demonstrated their strategic and nuanced 
engagement with the ideas, language and practices of community development. It also 
became possible to identify a range of responses to what people often presented as the "new" 
ideas and practices of development, including a variety of responses that contained an 
emotional or attitudinal element. Thus, the interpretation of data could encompass not only 
significant aspects of a process of improvement, but also the emotional and attitudinal 
characteristics of this process, as well as people's negotiation of the values that they perceived 
underpinned this process, in particular a balancing of "old" and "new" ways of perceiving and 
behaving (see Chapters Five to Eight).
Significant themes emerged from the coding and analysis process. Chief among these was the 
apparent confidence that interviewees expressed in the power of development intervention to 
improve life. Another theme was revealed in the emotional and attitudinal experience of
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improvement, which included hope, relief and enjoyment. In addition it was possible to 
identify a perceived shift in the quality and amount of knowledge controlled by individuals. A 
third theme concerned the responses of participants to the ideas and resources delivered by 
intervention. Some of these resources and ideas were adopted with great enthusiasm while 
others were rejected. Yet another theme was discerned in respondents' very strategic use of 
NGO language and knowledge to achieve a desired state of improvement. Having access to 
new resources, ideas and networks, but also contributing labour and time and bearing new 
risks, were perceived to contribute to a process of improvement over time, and this can be 
considered as yet another emerging theme from the coding and analysis process.
These aspects of the process of improvement, and its outcomes, occurred across three 
significant realms of social life: knowledge, participation in CBOs, and the household 
negotiation of the labour and tasks of participation. This process also had a temporal aspect, in 
which life was strongly felt to have improved over time (even though this experience remained 
vulnerable to reversal, as Chapters Five to Eight discuss).
Figure 3.1 shows how these interrelated areas of life relate to the process of improvement 
experienced. The figure details how this negotiation is shaped by engagement with ideas and 
action perceived as "new" and with those perceived as "old" or traditional. It also highlights 
some of the outcomes of this process (discussed in detail in Chapters Five to Eight), and draws 
attention to the vulnerability of this change (discussed throughout the findings chapters and 
especially in Chapter Eight).
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Revised research hypotheses
Analysis of these aspects of the narratives of interviewees led to the revised research 
hypothesis that people's engagement with community interventions is complex and multi­
faceted, reflecting the often fractured and partial nature of such interventions. In addition, 
people actively interpret and use these interventions, selectively adopting and discarding the 
ideas, resources, opportunities and risks presented by community development intervention 
to pursue their own goals, and diverse projects of improvement and indeed empowerment. As 
well as disconnects and gaps, there are areas of synergy in the ideals of development held by 
participants and the agencies that intervene in their lives.
A significant part of the process of improvement that people experience involves 
experimenting with the new resources and ways of approaching livelihood and community 
introduced by development agencies. This hypothesis is significant, because it suggests that it 
is useful to consider how the people who are the targets of intervention succeed in making 
their own projects of improvement work, if in partial and unfinished ways, despite significant 
barriers to this success. This process of improvement -  of becoming "successful and 
developed" -  can be conceptualised as making empowerment or emancipation more 
contestable, even though this process is unfinished and vulnerable to reversal. It provides 
opportunities for people to contest, negotiate and appropriate the language and resources of 
development intervention for their own projects. This includes projects of empowerment, if 
empowerment is understood as the ability to re-imagine the self, to access, control and share 
resources and knowledge, be physically safer, undertake work that is respected by others, 
manage risks, and have a hopeful expectation of the future (Chapters Five to Eight).
Conclusion
This chapter has traced how the research methodology evolved from an initial research 
proposal, to a refined approach and hypotheses that are explored throughout the body of this 
thesis. Both the fieldwork process and the social reality that is represented in this thesis were 
shaped by the dynamics of power, vulnerability, reliance and resilience that inhered in the 
relationships between NGOs, NGO fieldworkers, interpreters, people in communities and 
myself. Complexity abounded in the process that generated the findings of the research. As
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examples, the rural research involved considerable time in the city; my reliance on 
intermediaries both limited and made possible my knowledge of the research setting; and the 
research process suggested new questions and hypotheses that improved on those it initially 
asked. Such complexities reflect the character of the community development context that the 
research has sought to comment on, making this comment not from "outside" or beyond this 
context, but from within its everyday processes and relationships.
The ethnographic approach allowed the research to evolve in ways that made it able to 
respond to this complexity. This approach generated complex and compelling accounts of 
people's resilience and vulnerability in the face of rapid and unpredictable change, 
demonstrating their nuanced engagement with community interventions. In this sense the 
methodology demonstrates that meaningful and valid knowledge can be produced even in the 
context of research compromise, fraught research relationships, power imbalances between 
researcher, researched and intermediary, and fleeting relationships with the people who 
recounted their experiences in qualitative interview. Chapters Five to Eight demonstrate how 
the narratives of change generated in this research complicate both the promise of 
participatory development and the claim that it has failed.
A note on representing narratives o f change
In the following chapters I present excerpts of women's and men's narratives of change in 
order to illustrate a distinct participant perspective on community development, and on 
perceptions and practices of improvement in post-UNTAC Cambodia. Interview extracts are 
presented in order to foreground interviewees' perspectives in this analysis. However, I also 
seek to acknowledge, from my own engaged perspective, how these accounts emerge from 
and relate to the social relationships within which community development occurs. They are 
presented to demonstrate people's nuanced engagement with the ideas and resources 
delivered by intervention, with a focus on how they set these to work in complex ways. In this 
sense they are presented "not as a transparent representation of the speakers but as the best 
expression of w hat... [I] think [I] have learned" about the context in which the accounts were 
generated, and the experience of those who shared them (Townsend et al 2004:877). The next 
chapter will provide relevant background information about the two regions of Cambodia 
where the fieldwork took place.
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CHAPTER FOUR: TWO COMMUNITY INTERVENTIONS IN 
CONTEXT
Introduction
This chapter provides information about the social context and development dynamics in the 
rural areas where fieldwork was conducted, and about the two community development 
interventions implemented in these sites and considered in this study. As the previous chapter 
detailed, the fieldwork conducted for this research was multi-sited in two senses. 
Geographically it took place across two regions (Cambodia's northeast and southeast) and 
three provinces (Kratie and Stung Treng in the northeast and Prey Veng in the southeast). The 
research is also multi-sited in the sense of exploring people's engagements with two distinct 
community development interventions, one in each of these locations. The interventions 
studied are implemented by two Cambodian rural development NGOs, both of which employ 
CBOs as primary methodologies for achieving poverty reduction. These CBOs are also intended 
to provide opportunities for the empowerment of marginalised people through their 
economic, political and social participation. While this research was not intended as a 
comparative study, these distinct locations and interventions do present commonalities and 
variations that are relevant to the findings detailed in Chapters Five to Eight. Therefore, this 
chapter considers the distinct characteristics of these locations, as well as the common and 
specific development challenges that present themselves in each place. It also details the ways 
in which the two interventions reflect and respond to the specific contexts in which they 
intervene.
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This chapter begins by summarising the development context in the primary field sites 
(Mesang and surrounding districts of Prey Veng province). It details salient livelihood and 
poverty dynamics, then contrasts these with the situation in the secondary field sites, namely, 
villages located along the Mekong River between Kratie and Stung Treng towns. The chapter 
then describes the two interventions that are studied in this research: in Prey Veng, a child 
rights and livelihoods program, in the northeast, a sustainable livelihoods and environmental 
conservation program. At the time of fieldwork, both supported CBOs including peer support 
groups and microcredit groups. The focus of this chapter is on describing the dynamics of 
poverty and vulnerability in the areas where the research took place, and the similar methods 
by which two implementing NGOs seek to reduce poverty, support people's participation in 
development and deliver opportunities for empowerment. This discussion illustrates how 
some wider Cambodian dynamics of development assistance were played out in these specific 
interventions during the period of fieldwork. In particular the chapter considers the common 
challenges that arose for the NGOs' aim of empowering communities. This information 
contextualises the research findings that are presented in Chapters Five to Eight.
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Map 4.1 Location of the field sites within Cambodia: Prey Veng, Kratie and Stung Treng
provinces
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Source: Adapted from Ministry of Commerce, RGC (2013)
Southeastern Cambodia: primary field sites
The primary field sites studied in this research are villages located in the southeastern 
Cambodian province of Prey Veng (see Map 4.1). Interviews and participant observation were 
conducted in twelve villages located across the four neighbouring districts of Mesang, 
Chamkay Mear, Preah Sdaich and Kompong Trabeak. Individual interviews were conducted in 
Mesang and Chamkay Mear only, while group interviews with CBOs took place in all four 
districts. As Map 4.2 illustrates, these districts are located in Prey Veng's southeast: Mesang, 
Kompong Trabeak and Kamchay Mear districts share a border with An Giang province in 
Vietnam. Like neighbouring southeastern provinces (Takeo, Kandal and Svay Rieng; see Map 
4.1) Prey Veng is located in the Mekong River floodplain and some parts of the research area
98
are vulnerable to flooding. However, Prey Veng's southeast is also prone to drought and in the 
research sites this is the more significant environmental driver of food scarcity and food 
poverty for the estimated 95 per cent of households are reliant both for their subsistence and 
their economic participation on the small scale cultivation of rain-fed paddy rice (NCDD 
2009b:16). Though there are small ethnic minorities of Laotian, Cham (Khmer Muslim) and 
ethnic Vietnamese people, a recorded 99 per cent of Prey Veng's population is ethnic Khmer 
(NCDD 2009b:53). Reflecting the largely monocultural character of Cambodia's southeastern 
provinces, all the people who took part in this research were ethnic Khmer.
Map 4.2 Location of the research districts within Prey Veng province, Cambodia
Source: Adapted from Ministry of Health, RGC (2013)
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The research sites, like much of Cambodia's southeast, are among the country's most 
intensively cultivated and densely populated areas. Almost all agricultural production in Prey 
Veng is undertaken by households, rather than larger commercial entities (in contrast to the 
northeast where large scale agro-industry is rapidly expanding). High population density 
combined with rapid rates of new household formation, both of which reflect population 
growth in the post-UNTAC period (National Institute of Statistics 2008:13), have produced a 
pattern of highly fragmented land ownership and land scarcity, which is closely associated with 
food poverty (World Bank 2007:59, 2008; National Institute of Statistics 2004). Less than one 
third of Prey Veng's population have sufficient land (UN World Food Programme 2013b; GTZ 
2009:6). To meet household subsistence and consumption requirements, a Cambodian family 
of two adults and two children requires an estimated two hectares of quality paddy plus 
additional non-rice crop or vegetable growing land (chamkar), supplemented with regular cash 
employment outside the home (Simmons et al 2005; McKenney and Prom 2002:29-30);
Sophas in GTZ 2009:6). An estimated 40 per cent (NDDC 2009c:24) to 53 per cent (UN World 
Food Programme 2013b) of Prey Veng's population have access to less than half this area of 
land. In Mesang district the proportion of land poor households is particularly high, with 56 per 
cent of households owning less than half a hectare (NDDC 2009c:24). Most people who took 
part in this research owned (or otherwise accessed) less than 0.5 hectare. Such small 
landholdings mean these households were "nearly landless" (Supreme National Economic 
Council 2007). In a minority of cases the respondents were landless, otherwise they owned (or 
rented) between 100 and 400 ar of rice land (100 ar: 1 hectare).
Land scarcity contributes to the hunger and vulnerability commonly experienced by people 
living with poverty in the province. Among poor and poorest families who own or are able to 
rent some land, a combination of small land size, dependence on rain-fed rice, and 
vulnerability to drought (and in some cases, also flooding) contributes to variable and 
unpredictable rice harvests (UN World Food Programme 2013c; GTZ 2009). Vulnerability to 
food scarcity is exacerbated by Prey Veng's variable soil quality. This is compounded by 
intensive cultivation and the virtually complete deforestation by the 1990s of the "wide forest" 
for which Prey Veng is named. Food poverty and malnutrition also reflect Prey Veng's very low 
farm gate rice prices which in turn reflect households' lack of access to market information 
and limited power to bargain individually with middlemen (NCDD 2009c:24). The very limited 
availability of credit at reasonable terms for asset poor households, and the increasing cost of 
staple foods and petrol since 2008-2009 have also increased vulnerability to food and
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consumption poverty (Tong et al 2009). The high cost of healthcare relative to incomes also 
increases vulnerability to economic shocks, such as the illness or death of a family member, 
which can tip a household into (deeper) poverty. As a result, poor and poorest households lack 
sufficient food for between three and ten months of the year, and child malnutrition and 
stunting indicators are well above the national average (UN World Food Programme 2013c;
ILO June 2004:8). The gendered character of poverty in rural Cambodia is reflected in the 
higher rate of malnutrition, stunting and illiteracy among girls and women (UN World Food 
Programme 2013b, 2013a, 2013c). An estimated five to 10 per cent of the population across 
the province is landless (UN World Food Programme 2013b). As with all poverty data, the 
situation varies considerably from village to village: in villages where research took place, the 
percentage of families recorded as landless at the time of fieldwork ranged from 3 per cent (4 
of 147 households), to 24 per cent (33 of 139 households) (CLA 2009b). Those most likely to 
experience near-landlessness and landlessness, and the destitution that frequently accompany 
these, include women-headed households, households where one or more adults have a 
permanent disability and newly married couples without access to sufficient land (GTZ 2009:4).
Poverty, and specifically land scarcity, are significant push factors for Prey Veng's high rate of 
permanent and temporary outmigration. Combined with the growth of employment 
opportunities outside the province since the 1990s, particularly in Phnom Penh, poverty and 
landlessness have produced an adult migration rate of around 15 per cent across the province 
(NCDD 2009b:46, 26), though anecdotal reports of temporary outmigration in the research 
areas were much higher. This situation is reflective of estimates that suggest internal migrants 
account for 35 per cent of Cambodia's population (National Institute of Statistics 2008). In the 
research sites, outmigration has nonetheless reduced if compared with higher rates during the 
1990s and early 2000s, which were caused by the combination of five to ten years of drought, 
depending on the specific variable conditions in villages, and the humanitarian crisis produced 
by Western embargo and civil war throughout the 1980s. These circumstances were followed 
by the sudden creation of service and construction industries in Phnom Penh to cater for 
UNTAC personnel and to deliver internationally funded development initiatives, thus adding 
further to the large scale temporary and permanent rural to urban migration occurring at that 
time.
Indeed, rates of outmigration were so high during the mid-1990s that the persona of neak 
Mesang (the person from Mesang) remains familiar in the popular imagination, particularly in
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Phnom Penh. Neak Mesang is figured as a superstitious, impoverished alcoholic, convinced he 
must beg in the city during the dry season in order to ensure a good rice harvest. This 
stereotype reflects more general urban assumptions about the perceived backwardness, but 
also simplicity, of life in rural areas (O'Leary 2007b:5) in particular in the southeastern 
provinces, from which poverty-driven migration was so high in the mid to late 1990s that an 
estimated one in three children living on Phnom Penh's streets in 1999 was from Mesang 
district (Save the Children UK 2007:1). Begging and itinerant labour in Phnom Penh were 
strategies of last resort employed by rural women and men impoverished by debt and hunger 
at that time -  the Women's Agenda for Change (2002) observed women and men from the 
research sites begging in Phnom Penh in the early 2000s in an effort to make money to repay 
their debts and repurchase paddy land sold to moneylenders.
Rates of migration have slowed but labour mobility, in the form of the temporary or 
permanent migration of household members, remains central to livelihoods in the research 
sites. While younger women in particular leave villages to seek work in the garment 
manufacturing industry centred in Phnom Penh and neighbouring Kandal province, and both 
men and women travel to seek construction and labouring work in Phnom Penh, there has also 
been a steady movement of people from the densely populated southeastern provinces to less 
densely populated areas both within the province and across provincial borders, including to 
the northwest and northeast, as travel and resettlement have become safer since the mid- 
1990s (National Institute of Statistics 2008:8). These migrants seek labouring work in agro­
industry in the northeast, or to establish paddy cultivation in areas where there is less pressure 
on land (National Institute of Statistics 2008:8). The provincial capital, Prey Veng, is 
approximately 3 to 5 hours to Phnom Penh by motorbike, minivan or car on Highway 1 from 
the research sites, and the relative proximity and ease of travel to Phnom Penh and other 
destinations have made the province a site of significant rural to urban, but also cross-border, 
flows of people and goods.
As elsewhere in the southeast, temporary and permanent outmigration to Thailand and 
increasingly, though to a lesser extent, to further away international destinations (such as 
South Korea and Malaysia) are becoming somewhat more commonplace (ILO June 2004:1).
The most frequent migration destinations from Prey Veng include the Cambodian border 
towns of Poipet (for northern Thailand) and Koh Kong (for southern Thailand), Sihanoukville 
and Phnom Penh (ILO June 2004:1). Regardless of whether the destination is Phnom Penh,
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inter-provincial or international, labour exploitation including bonded labour arrangements do 
routinely occur (Save the Children UK 2007), though such arrangements are not necessarily the 
norm (ILO June 2004; Analyzing Development Issues October 2005). While there is much 
debate about the extent to which human trafficking occurs, particularly of girls and women 
into the sex industry (Derks 2008; Sandy 2012), teenagers and both girl and boy children of 
poor and poorest families are vulnerable to recruitment into various industries including petty 
trading, begging, domestic labour, construction, ocean fishing and the entertainment and sex 
industries. Families are not uncommonly deceived about the conditions and nature of the 
work, and the debt accrued to the broker (Save the Children UK 2007).
A majority of households that took part in the research received remittances from family 
members living elsewhere. Remittances are essential to the livelihoods and wellbeing of 
poorer rural households, and have taken on increasing importance as rates of landlessness and 
land poverty have increased over the past decade (Biddulph 2004, 2011; ILO June 2004:7). 
Among poor and poorest households, remittances are primarily regarded as a necessary 
method of managing economic shocks and smoothing irregularities in income. Remittances are 
employed in an effort to ameliorate the impact of seasonal shortfalls in income and 
subsistence, or to lessen the often-impoverishing impacts of healthcare costs (and foregone 
labour) associated with the illness or death of a household member (Maltoni 2007; Yagura 
2005). Indeed, in Maltoni's (2007) study of remittances in Prey Veng, the repayment of 
healthcare-related debts was the single largest purpose for which remittances were expended. 
This reflects the uncertain but essential safety net that remittances provide for households, as 
well as the centrality of debt in the experience of poorer rural households.
The livelihoods of most households are pieced together through a combination of subsistence 
and for profit rice production, augmented with participation in the informal rural and urban 
economies, often requiring the mobile labour strategies detailed above. Ninety-two per cent 
of all families in Prey Veng record their primary occupation as paddy rice farmers. A further 
five per cent primarily provide services, and one per cent is primarily engaged in craft 
production of food, textiles, furniture, metal-working or rubber production (NCDD 2009b:16). 
While the self-understanding and livelihoods of rural people are closely tied to their 
identification as paddy-rice farmers, participation in informal non-farming employment is an 
essential aspect of this identity. There is little information available about participation in this 
informal economic sector or about its contribution to livelihood and wellbeing (UN World Food
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Programme 2013b). However, Table 4.1 shows results of a sample of villages where a survey 
was undertaken.
Table 4.1 Reported income sources o f households in four Prey Veng villages, 2009
V il la g e
N u m b e r  o f  
fa m ilie s
R ice fa r m e r s
L a b o u re r  a n d  
ric e  fa r m e r
P e t ty  t r a d e r  
a n d  ric e  
fa r m e r
Raboh Pjak 1 4 7 1 4 3 9 5 3
Trapeang Srei 5 0 6 4 8 4 9 5 12
Mrinh 1 8 8 1 7 0 18 4
Tbong Empil 8 3 8 5 4 5 2
Source: CLA (2009b)
This illustrates the high level of economic dependence on rice farming but also the essential 
role that labouring in both formal and informal sectors plays in rural livelihoods in the 
province. Because participation in both rural and urban informal sectors is characterised by its 
unregulated, irregular, casual and often low paid status, available official data indicate a 
widespread under-utilisation of labour: in 2004 30 per cent of the labour force was 
economically active for fewer than ten days per month (National Institute of Statistics 2004). 
This indicates the paucity of off-farm employment opportunities in the province (ILO June 
2004).
While all data on poverty and poverty reduction in Cambodia should be considered "more 
indicative, less scientific" due to the multiple methodological challenges of measuring poverty 
in this context (ILO June 2004:1), most assessments agree that upward of 30 per cent of Prey 
Veng's population live in poverty (ILO June 2004). The percentage of the population living in 
poverty varies between and within communes. The current aggregate province-wide poverty 
rate of approximately 30 per cent is a decline compared with estimated 1997 rates of 
consumption poverty, which indicated district consumption poverty rates upward of 60 per 
cent in several communes (UN World Food Programme 2013b). This reflects the trend in the 
national data, where aggregate poverty levels suggest that around 30 per cent of Cambodia's 
population live in poverty (World Bank 2009). This is a reduction on a higher, but disputed, 
aggregate national rate of poverty estimated between 39 per cent (Ministry of Planning 2010) 
and 47 per cent (World Bank 2009) in 1993. This general trend is observable in increases in 
ownership of consumer items, as well as the improved quality of housing and greater
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household investment in children's education in Prey Veng. However, as is the case nationally, 
on certain social indicators of poverty including maternal mortality, the situation appears to 
have in fact have worsened since the 1980s (Ear 2009:157, 2012). This reflects the impacts of 
growing rural inequality, which has been accompanied by a more deeply entrenched poverty 
among the poorest areas and households (Sophal and Sarthi 2002). Indeed, among poor and 
poorest families, everyday expenses frequently exceed income. This results in high levels of 
indebtedness and a pattern of forced land sale (ILO June 2004; Sophal and Sarthi 2002). 
Scarcity and vulnerability continue in the research sites, despite the improvements delivered 
by peace and political stability since the 1990s.
The poorest areas of Prey Veng province are concentrated in the eastern districts, where the 
research took place. These locations have the poorest soils, highest vulnerability to drought as 
well as to flooding, the highest population densities, greatest land fragmentation and highest 
rates of outmigration. While poverty has reduced at the aggregate commune and district level, 
wealth rankings in four villages where the research took place demonstrate the variability of 
the situation among villages.
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Table 4.2 Wealth rankings in six villages in the eastern districts o f Prey Veng province
Village
No. of 
Families
Population Sufficient M ed iu m Poor Poorest
Mrinh 188 783 0 59 106 23
Prey Toteng 137 637 0 9 115 13
Raboh Pchek 147 670 0 45 94 8
Tbong Empil 83 637 4 29 45 5
Trabaik 183 741 0 25 133 25
Trapeang Srei 506 2338 0 97 368 41
Source: CLA (2009b)
As across the province, some groups of people in the research area are particularly vulnerable 
to impoverishment. These include women-headed households, households with an adult 
provider who cannot work as a result of disability and households with larger numbers of 
dependents. Between fifteen and 20 per cent of households in the research areas are headed 
by women (NCCD 2009b), and these households are particularly vulnerable to poverty and 
indebtedness. As detailed in Chapter Two, this vulnerability is exacerbated by the low social 
status of women generally and the particular economic and social disadvantage experienced 
by widowed, separated and deserted women (Giles 2004; FitzGerald 2007).
While overall poverty levels have decreased across the province since the 1990s, economic 
inequality has increased in villages participating in the research. Against a general trend 
toward increasingly fragmented land ownership, a small number of households increasingly 
own larger and more consolidated areas of land, and have cemented their status as neak mean 
(rich people), to whom other people may sell their labour, and from whom they may borrow 
rice, money, draught animals, or otherwise seek assistance (GTZ 2009:6). This reflects a 
general trend across all rural areas in Cambodia, where inequalities have widened rapidly since 
the economic liberalisation of the 1990s (Sophal and Sarthi 2002; Tep and Siema 2008). 
Therefore for those living with poverty in Prey Veng, the experience is characterised by 
inequitable, dependent reciprocities with benefactors; malnutrition and hunger; asset poverty;
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limited access to land; and minimal protection against shocks such as flood, drought, crop 
failure and health crises. Indebtedness, vulnerability to debt and inability to access credit at 
reasonable terms are also characteristic. Other characteristics of poverty are risky migration, 
exploitative off-farm working conditions and a lack of urban or rural non-farm employment 
opportunities.
In addition while state and non-government services in Prey Veng have improved considerably 
since the 1990s, schools, health and local government services continue to be under­
resourced, and poor and poorest households are routinely excluded from or unable to access 
these services. Much of this situation reflects Cambodia's national experience of conflict and 
post-conflict social and economic change. However, this experience can impact variably in 
different regions. Therefore this chapter now discusses the social context in the secondary 
field sites in the northeastern provinces of Kratie and Stung Treng. These different situations 
are reflected in the distinct foci of the two NGO interventions studied in this research, as 
detailed below.
Northeastern Cambodia: secondary field sites
All the communities where research took place in the northeastern field sites were located 
along the banks of the Mekong River, or are Mekong islands, located between Kratie and Stung 
Treng provincial towns (see Map 4.1). In contrast to the situation in Prey Veng research sites, 
the communities located along this 56 km stretch of river are characterised by their relatively 
low -  but rapidly growing -  population; their reliance on river and forest resources, their 
relative remoteness from urban centres and markets, and their location in an area of 
significant biodiversity value, where rapid economic development has uncertain, often 
negative and in some instances potentially devastating impacts on livelihood strategies and 
the social organisation of villages (Bezuijen et al 2007, 2008; WWF 2010b).
In contrast to the densely populated southeastern provinces, the northeastern research sites 
are among the most sparsely populated in Cambodia (National Institute of Statistics 2008:14). 
Reflecting the experience across the northeastern provinces, however, the population 
between Kratie and Stung Treng towns is growing rapidly (National Institute of Statistics 
2008:15). This increase is the result of inmigration from other provinces (including from 
southeastern plains provinces such as Prey Veng), predominantly by men seeking construction
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jobs, petty trading opportunities (National Institute of Statistics 2008:20) and work on the 
large scale commercial cashew nut, rubber and timber plantations that have been created in 
the northeast over the past decade (National Institute of Statistics 2008:11). These new 
industries present opportunities for households in the research sites to subsidise their 
subsistence and for profit farming activities, but have also created new land ownership and 
access dynamics. In contrast to Prey Veng (where intra-familial disputes over ownership and 
access to small parcels of land are the most common cause of land conflict), in the northeast, 
land conflicts are more frequently caused by the conflicting claims of customary users and 
commercial entities in receipt of RGC economic development land concessions (NGO Forum 
2009). This situation reflects a more general lack of tenure security in both field sites and 
across Cambodia (Khemro 2004; Biddulph 2011; Sophal et al 2001). In the northeastern sites, 
concessions have been granted in areas that villagers in the research area had previously and 
customarily used for gathering non-timber forest products and other small scale resource 
extraction purposes. Generally, the rapid economic development of the northeast poses 
specific and serious threats to livelihoods in these communities. In particular, the proposed 
construction of a hydropower dam at Sambour town in Kratie would inundate several of the 
villages where the research was conducted. Additionally, planned construction of dams 
upstream along the Mekong in Laos would permanently alter the river's flow with 
unpredictable negative impacts on downstream livelihoods (GTZ 2009; NGO Forum 2009; 
WWF 2010b:8-9; Baird 2011; Wyatt and Baird 2007).
In the area between Kratie and Stung Treng towns, the experience of poverty is partly 
constituted by the area's relative isolation from markets and metropolitan centres. Overall 
poverty rates are not dissimilar to the southeast, with an estimated 30 per cent of people 
living below the consumption poverty line (UN World Food Programme 2013a, 2013c). 
However, there is a higher rate of asset poverty than in the southeastern plain provinces (UN 
World Food Programme 2013a, 2013c), reflecting relatively lower levels of off-farm 
employment and greater distance from urban-based consumer markets. People in the 
northeast also have relatively poorer access to health, education and other social services 
(National Institute of Statistics 2008; NCDD 2009a, 2009b, 2009c). Rates of land scarcity are 
comparable and in some areas worse than in Prey Veng (NCDD 2009a:24; UN World Food 
Programme 2013a, 2013c), and as elsewhere in the country landless households are most 
likely to the be poorest households and are disproportionately likely to be women-headed.
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The communities where research took place are highly resource dependent. Most households 
are engaged in a combination of subsistence and cash agricultural production of paddy rice, 
fishing, and (more often than in the southeastern field sites) production of non-rice crops 
including corn, soya, mung bean, peanuts, cassava, sweet potato and sesame (NCDD 
2009a:25). The availability of land for rice and non-rice crops varies from village to village, and 
poorest families are most likely to rely on subsistence activities including small scale forest 
resource extraction activities such as timber collection and non-timber product collection 
(honey, medicinal plants) (WWF 2010a). Increasingly, such forest-based activities are curtailed 
by access restrictions created by new legislative frameworks for conservation and forest 
management (Van Acker 2010), as well as by lack of access to areas now granted as economic 
concessions (UNHCR 2007:13; Cornford and La 2010).
The area where the research took place in the northeast has significant biodiversity as well as 
livelihood value. In particular, the area along the Mekong River between Kratie and Stung 
Treng towns supports several rare and endangered bird and animal species, among them the 
critically endangered freshwater Irrawaddy dolphin, as well as fish breeding grounds on which 
Mekong fish populations depend (Bezuijen et al 2008; Baird 2011). This biodiverse area has 
been preserved because of low human population, and the limited extraction of natural 
resources during the long period of conflict that limited access to the area until the mid-1990s. 
However, as major roads have been improved, including the National Route linking Phnom 
Penh to Vientiane in Laos and beyond, and as the safety of inter and intra-provincial travel has 
improved, the population has grown significantly in the areas where research took place 
(National Institute of Statistics 2008:12). Rapidly expanding commercial extraction of timber, 
conversion of forest to monocrop plantations as well as small and large scale commercial 
fishing operations in the area have also expanded in the past ten years, placing additional 
pressures on livelihood and on biodiversity value in the area (WWF 2010b; Manith 2008). 
There is a sharp focus, including from regional and international powers, on developing and 
exploiting the economic potential of the area, and this creates new and significant challenges 
for both biodiversity and livelihoods in the area (Cronin and Hamlin 2007).
As in Prey Veng, the villages where research took place in the northeast were mostly long 
established, many more than a hundred years old. These villages have expanded in the post- 
UNTAC period, as in the southeast. However in the northeast, rapid inmigration exacerbates 
pressure on land, water and forest resources. The research areas are home to a fluctuating
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and rapidly increasing population of small and medium sized temporary and permanent 
settlements established for various purposes including fishing, logging and rice growing. While 
these are mostly small settlements, the land clearance and resource use associated with them 
is placing considerable burden on the biodiversity of the area (Beziujen et al 2008). The 
depletion of river and forest resources by commercial operators, usually outsiders to the area, 
and often using illegal methods such as dynamite fishing, has placed additional pressure on 
livelihood and particularly on the poorest people (Ratner 2006; WWF 2010a, 2010b). This 
increases the incentive for households to subsidise subsistence and cash agricultural 
production with intermittent employment on the cassava, cashew, rubber and other 
plantations that have been granted to companies and individuals through the RGC's economic 
concessions system. Both men and women are employed as casual labourers in agro-industry.
In contrast to Prey Veng, Kratie and Stung Treng are multiethnic provinces. Indigenous people 
comprise about seven per cent of Stung Treng's population and eight per cent of Kraties, but 
one per cent of the total national population (Asian Development Bank 2004:4; NCDD 2009a, 
2009b). Koy, Phnong, Kachak, Mel, Kraol, Brao and Charay, as well as Khmer, people live in the 
villages where research took place, and took part in the research (WWF 2010b). In the main, 
Indigenous households and predominantly Indigenous communities in the research area have 
adopted a style of life that is similar and even largely indistinguishable from ethnic Khmer 
villages in terms of governance and administration, land ownership and access, and resource 
use patterns (Bezuijen et al 2008). While the importance of this cultural identity may be 
declining in importance to young people in the research areas (WWF 2010b), indigeneity is 
nonetheless maintained and expressed in the research villages through language, cultural and 
spiritual practices, such as the maintenance of spirit forests, burial grounds located away from 
settlements in the forest (WWF 2010b; ADB 2004). Khmer language is used in everyday 
situations outside the family.
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Local governance and administration
Both provinces experience similar circumstances in regard to the operation of decentralised 
structures for local governance. All villages where research was conducted have established 
VDCs that are tasked with identifying local development priorities, and overseeing the 
implementation of local-level development initiatives. Village Development Committees are 
incorporated into the formal political structures of villages, and comprise the Village Chief, 
Deputy Village Chief and three Village Development Volunteers, at least one of whom must be 
a woman (Ayers 2000b). In addition to such village level structures, elected CCs are intended 
to act as a link between village and provincial level administration. CCs participate in annual 
planning processes at which VDCs and village leaders share planning and funding priorities 
from their communities (Hasselskog 2009).
Such structures face a range of challenges. Among them, local-level input into development 
planning is limited by the lack of communication and integration between the various 
structures for decentralised governance, and by processes that tend much more strongly to 
top-down and directive than to seeking policy or program input from the village or commune 
(Rüsten et al 2004). In addition, while a degree of authority for planning and implementing 
projects and processes has been devolved to the village and commune levels, resources for 
managing implementation are extremely limited. In particular, there is limited access to 
funding at these levels, and limited authority to make expenditure decisions (Pak et al 
2007:10). This makes the ongoing financial support of NGOs and other development donors 
virtually essential for the operation of these new structures. In the northeast the remoteness 
of some villages also makes it more difficult for VDCs and villagers to participate in forums 
organised by CCs or other agencies. However in both the northeast and the southeast, the 
effectiveness of such structures varies considerably from village to village, depending on the 
commitment, skill and popularity of appointed and elected representatives (Hasselskog 2009). 
While there is increasing popular awareness of CCs and their role, the village remains the most 
important political and social arena for almost all rural people, and Village Chiefs in their roles 
as leaders, administrators and mediators of conflicts remain generally the most reliable, 
important and effective (including cost effective) source of authority day to day in rural areas 
(Öjendal and Kim 2006; Hasselskog 2009).
I l l
Two NGO interventions
Having provided some context about the dynamics of poverty, vulnerability and social change 
in the two research sites, this chapter now considers two organisations implementing 
community-based interventions for poverty reduction and development in these areas. The 
purpose of this discussion is to consider how these organisations respond to the specific 
development challenges presented in the two regions described above, and to detail how the 
two organisations are situated in terms of a wider project of development intervention in rural 
Cambodia, including by describing how each NGO positions CBOs in their approaches to local 
development.
Child rights and livelihoods in the southeast
CLA is the Cambodian NGO with which research was undertaken in Prey Veng. It was founded 
in 1999 with the aim of reducing the very high rates of blind and unsafe migration of children 
and families from Mesang district, by improving livelihoods in the district through a community 
development approach (CLA 2010:1). This focus seeks to respond to the context presented in 
the southeast, which as detailed above is characterised by high population density, growing 
inequality, entrenched poverty, increasing debt and landlessness, and high rates of labour 
migration including risky and unsafe migration, sometimes by children. It has grown from a 
very small organisation with a single international NGO donor, to employ over 30 permanent 
staff working in more than 100 villages in four districts, and with six international NGO donors 
(CLA 2009a:l). The organisation describes empowerment and poverty reduction as the aims of 
its work, as follows:
CLA's holistic village development approach focuses on building people's 
strengths, particularly in terms of their own capabilities to escape poverty ... The 
organisation works in five program areas: child rights and child protection; 
education; health; sustainable farming and income generation ... empowering 
children, families, groups and the community to acquire skills that enable them to 
work together to improve their own lives and the situation in their local village 
and community. (CLA 2012)
The model used by CLA is to target poorest and poor families: those with significant debt 
burdens, the landless, and families experiencing food poverty for sustained periods of the year 
as well as women-headed households and people living with HIV/AIDs. These are the 
households most at risk of unsafe migration, and identified by CLA as most vulnerable to child
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trafficking. These families are identified in co-operation with Village Chiefs and VDCs drawing 
on village-level poverty data. If families agree to participate in the CLA poverty reduction and 
livelihoods program, they are required to undertake a range of activities, almost all of which 
are delivered through community organisations, formed by CLA, and designed to provide social 
protection, economic opportunity and peer support. Membership of self-help groups such as 
mothers' groups, fathers' groups and savings and microcredit groups, are intended to provide 
peer support and assistance to "build solidarity which leads to enhanced social cohesion", and 
to "replace [the] isolation and loneliness [held by CLA to be characteristic of poverty] with 
strengthened social bonds and support" (CLA 2009a:6). These groups meet regularly with CLA 
fieldworkers who provide information about various matters, such as alternative food 
production strategies including vegetable gardening and intensified rice production methods, 
human rights and household budgeting.
Participating families are required to ensure children's school attendance and to establish 
organic composting systems and gardens. If they do so, they are eligible to participate in self- 
help savings groups supported by CLA. Participating households contribute an agreed amount 
of savings (usually between 1000 and 5000 riel (1000 r = approximately US$0.25) at a monthly 
meeting, creating a shared savings pool from which members may borrow at an agreed low 
interest rate (usually one or two per cent over the life of the loan term, which may be up to 
twelve months) for emergencies, household expenses or to undertake income-generating 
activities. Groups elect office-bearers: a bookkeeper, chairperson, and secretary. Once groups 
demonstrate they can manage the tasks associated with group savings and lending, they are 
eligible to access an additional capital loan of between US$10 and $100 per household. A small 
number of households must guarantee one another's loans to the self-help group, taking 
responsibility for repaying these loans if any borrower cannot repay.
In addition to providing opportunities to borrow at a lower rate than charged by moneylenders 
or banks, most of which will not lend to landless or poorest families in any case, fieldworkers 
advise loan recipients about income-generating activities they could undertake with the loan. 
CLA's analysis suggests that as a result of participation in livelihood and loan activities, families 
improve their food security significantly: in 2009 three-quarters (386/500) of participating 
families said they had gone from not having enough food for six months or more of the year to 
having enough to eat for twelve months of the year (CLA 2009a:6).
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In recognition of women's role as primary care givers to children, household budget managers, 
and their particular vulnerability to poverty and to domestic violence, women's participation in 
the scheme is encouraged. However, CLA encourages both men and women to consider action 
that could be taken on social issues such as infant mortality, transmission of HIV/AIDs, child 
trafficking, child spacing, reproductive health and domestic violence. For example fieldworkers 
may encourage mothers' and fathers' groups to discuss such matters separately before 
meeting to share and discuss these issues together. Children's participation is also encouraged: 
selected children of poorest families participate in children's savings groups, are members of 
village Child Protection Networks that seek to identify and prevent cases of child trafficking, 
and take on roles as peer educators who perform role plays about social issues affecting 
children. These are well attended in the communities (CLA 2013).
The association also specifically seeks the involvement of village leaders in their work. Village 
Chiefs and VDC members sometimes assist CBOs with the administration and organisation of 
groups. These people, along with monks or Buddhist lay people representing local pagodas, 
teachers and police may participate in Child Protection Networks that have been recognised as 
a best practice model of preventing child trafficking and unsafe child migration (Save the 
Children UK 2007). The NGO also creates opportunities for engagement with CCs, for example 
children and adults participating in CLA's work meet quarterly with the Commune Council 
Committees for Women and Children. This approach reflects CLA's aim to "mobilise all levels 
of the community from the poorest through to leaders and local authorities" for the protection 
of children and community development (CLA 2012).
This NGO stresses that participation in this range of work should not only reduce poverty, but 
should also change people's behaviour, habits and attitudes. Using improved agricultural 
techniques, establishing income-generating microenterprises and participating in community 
organisations are measures intended to encourage people to "take ... responsibility for shaping 
their own livelihood and wellbeing" and to engender an "enhanced sense of responsibility, 
confidence and ownership of the development process" as well as a "spirit of unity and 
communalism within the community" (CLA 2009a:6-8). In this sense attitudinal and 
behavioural change is situated as a significant component of the community and individual 
empowerment that the intervention intends to achieve.
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Sustainable livelihoods and conservation in the northeast
A similar emphasis on the need for behavioural and attitudinal change, microentrepreneurship 
and the benefits of participation in community organisations, is echoed in the conservation 
and sustainable development intervention managed by CRDT in northeastern Cambodia. This 
association works in areas of high biodiversity and conservation value, and aims to reduce 
poverty by supporting alternative and sustainable income-generating activities, encouraging 
participation in the management of natural resources, and improving food security (CRDT 
2013a, 2013b). In this way, it seeks to respond to the context presented in the northeast, 
where conflicts between environmental conservation, the human development of people 
dependent on natural resources and efforts to develop the economic potential of the region 
are increasingly sharply drawn (Van Acker 2010; Hughes 2006:476; WWF 2010a, 2010b). 
Mirroring CLA's trajectory of donor-dependent expansion, CRDT has grown rapidly from a 
voluntary student initiative in the early 2000s to become a medium sized Cambodian NGO 
providing assistance to more than 1000 households in three provinces and managing contracts 
with more than ten different international NGO and philanthropic donors (CRDT 2013a). It is 
now recognised as operating in line with established best practice standards for Cambodian 
NGOs (CRDT 2013a).
Like CLA, CRDT provides agricultural extension and alternative livelihoods training, as well as 
credit loans, intended to encourage small scale enterprise and to act as a buffer in the event of 
unexpected economic shocks. This work is coordinated through a range of CBOs that CRDT 
supports, with the intention that they will become self-sustaining organisations for mutual 
assistance and the management of development initiatives (CRDT 2013b). Fieldworkers 
provide mentoring and group training on a range of matters including sanitation, animal 
husbandry, intensification of organic rice production, aquaculture, organic home gardening 
and environmental education. Members of CRDT's alternative livelihoods groups and savings 
and credit groups are encouraged to meet monthly or more frequently to discuss challenges 
and successes of the work they undertake with advice, funding and material assistance from 
CRDT. Annual credit loans of up to US$250 are provided to self-help savings groups, which 
disburse this amount in loans to members. The association also manages two ecotourism 
projects that require members of CBOs to work together to identify different tasks required 
such as guiding, cooking, cleaning and transporting visitors, to undertake these tasks and to 
divide the profits among themselves. The association reports that participation in group-based
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interventions has led to an average increase in disposable income of 28 per cent per family 
(CRDT 2008:4).
This NGO seeks to involve poorest families in its activities but works with any household in a 
community with an interest in undertaking the activities that it supports. Participating 
households are required to pledge that they will not conduct unsustainable or illegal livelihood 
activities, such as non-traditional fishing methods, forest hunting or non-timber products 
extraction, or growing crops on riverbanks. People must participate in CBOs in order to access 
credit loans and in-kind resources such as the wells wells, biodigesters, solar lighting and 
composting toilets that CRDT provides to some participating families through a ballot system. 
The association regards participation in CBOs as allowing members to "support each other" 
and "effect change in the community" as well as enabling a "strong political voice" (CRDT 
2013b) that is expressed, for example, through CBO members' participation in Commune 
Council-overseen development planning processes. This is regarded as contributing to 
villagers' transformation into "confident, empowered community members able to demand 
their rights from local government" (CRDT 2013b) Over time, it is CRDT's intention that CBOs 
will form a network of producer groups that will be involved in alternative income generation, 
for example, through improved organic rice production, livestock and fish raising, sustainable 
non-timber forest products collection, and rattan production. They will be able to share 
information with one another and perhaps develop systems for group marketing and price 
negotiation (CRDT 2013b). In addition to these intended social, political and economic 
benefits of participation in group-based interventions, CRDT considers that working with 
groups is more time and resource efficient than working directly with individual families: 
"training can be provided to groups and monitoring activities are less time consuming" (CRDT 
2013b). As detailed in Chapter Two this mixture of normative and efficiency rationales for 
supporting CBOs is common to much community-based development intervention.
The two organisations in context
While CRDT and CLA have distinct organisational priorities, there are important similarities in 
how they conduct their interventions, which are germane to the purposes of this thesis. The 
distinct foci of the two interventions reflect the development contexts in the different regions 
where they are located. While both the southeast and northeast are defined by persistent 
poverty, emerging social vulnerabilities, rapid social and economic change and resource
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scarcity, there are also differences in these situations. The northeastern research sites contain 
nationally and internationally significant areas of biodiversity value as well as economically 
valuable natural resources. As a result the area is the site of intensifying conflicts between 
resource users, and between conflicting visions of the development trajectory appropriate for 
the region (Van Acker 2010). Such conflicts, in particular between the imperative to develop 
the region's economic potential and to preserve its biodiversity value, define the challenges 
and opportunities that affect the livelihoods of communities dependent on these resources. In 
Prey Veng, development challenges revolve around the needs of a mobile population whose 
livelihood is defined by the close interconnections between urban and rural locales, by 
resource and employment scarcity, by land shortage and by persistent poverty. These distinct 
situations make certain issues and groups of people more visible to intervening agencies. Thus 
in the two interventions studied in this research, livelihood and environmental sustainability 
are prioritised in the northeast, while children's rights are foregrounded in the southeast.
Despite these differences in context and focus of the two organisations, the integrated 
community development model implemented in both locations is similar. Both NGOs support 
community organisations in an effort to enhance social solidarity, provide mutual support and 
create opportunities for political and social engagement. The participation of poorest 
households is prioritised and women's participation is actively sought. Both interventions 
require behavioural change and seek attitudinal change deemed necessary for development 
and poverty reduction. In both interventions the role of NGO fieldworkers is to educate people 
about the necessity and benefits of such changes, and to provide information and resources 
that people are thought to require in order to improve their situation. While the content of the 
information delivered in the two interventions varies -  for example CRDT shares information 
about climate change and conservation, CLA about child rights and domestic violence -  the 
didactic relationship that is developed is similar. This relationship is characterised by the top- 
down delivery of information by NGO fieldworkers to community members, and reflects the 
more general hierarchical organisation of Cambodia's development sector (O'Leary 2007a; 
O'Leary and Meas 2001), which was discussed in Chapter Two.
Both organisations face similar challenges related to achieving their empowerment and 
poverty reduction goals. Each of the agencies frames their work in terms of empowerment:
CLA specifically seeks to empower women, children and poorest households, and both 
organisations regard participation in CBOs as contributing not only to poverty reduction and
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mutual support, but also to the political empowerment of rural people. Both organisations 
seek individual, household and community-level changes that can be described as 
empowerment aims. These include raising awareness of social problems, encouraging 
participation in local political processes, encouraging livelihood sustainability and building 
organisations for mutual assistance, social protection and social change. In short, the 
formation and support of CBOs is positioned as central to achieving empowerment.
While both organisations claim that participation in CBOs has contributed to poverty 
reduction, there are a number of challenges or limitations common to CBOs in both locations. 
For example, while CLA and CRDT prioritise the benefits of microentrepreneurship in poverty 
reduction, the amounts of capital provided to groups and households through microcredit 
loans are generally small, limiting the extent to which sustainable and viable small businesses 
can be established (Terres Des Hommes 2010). This encourages a trend in which the kinds of 
microentrepreneurial activity encouraged or possible with NGO support tend to be similar and 
within a narrow range of economic activity. This tendency is compounded because women 
participants in Cambodian microfinance schemes tend to select businesses that can be 
undertaken at home or near the home, and are therefore considered appropriately female- 
gendered in the Cambodian context (Chhay 2011:1132). This homogeneity limits the 
profitability of any one business and can increase competition both between group members, 
and with non-members, who may be even more economically marginalised people than group 
members (Kabeer 1999). In addition, the focus on microcredit presents the possibility of the 
unintended outcomes detailed in Chapter Two, such as exacerbating the vulnerability of 
women borrowers, compounding debt and placing people under significant peer pressure to 
repay loans. Such interventions also tend to exclude the very poorest people, who may doubt 
their capacity to manage a microbusiness (or rationally assess that they cannot do so because 
of the more pressing demands of ensuring immediate subsistence). The approach to 
community organising employed by both organisations is also vulnerable to the criticisms 
outlined in Chapter Two, among them that they may divert popular energy away from more 
pressing political issues (Kilby 2011), that may unintentionally compound inequalities, in 
particular gender inequalities (Mayoux 2003), and that they may become entangled with the 
local state in ways that do not benefit participants (Mosse 1994).
Women predominate as active participants in the CBOs supported by both organisations. As 
Chapters Five to Eight discuss, this partly reflects the influence of donor and NGO discourses
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and strategies that seek to highlight and address women's gendered vulnerability to poverty.
In these approaches, women's participation in CBOs is seen to enhance their ability to 
contribute to household livelihoods. In addition participation specifically in women's-only 
CBOs is seen to support members to make collective claims to resources and rights, and to 
express collective agency and social or political demands. Such arguments, but also Khmer 
gender norms that associate women with the home and family, contribute to women's higher 
representation as active participants in the CBOs supported by CLA and CRDT.
The two agencies vary in the extent to, and manner in which, they address gendered poverty 
in their programming. CLA supports women's-only mother's groups, which are formed as 
vehicles not only for involving mothers in child protection efforts, but for discussion and 
mutual support on women's health matters with a focus on reproductive health. These groups 
discuss -  for example - safer sex practices, family planning and child health and nutrition, and 
they are encouraged to support one another to employ this new knowledge in their 
households. NGO field staff sometimes also address members of mothers and fathers groups 
together on issues such as women's rights. Though CLA invites both women and men to 
participate in self-help groups, microfinance groups and livelihood groups, most of the 
members of these groups are women. In many groups meetings are only ever attended by 
women. In short, though CLA invites women and men's participation in mixed-gender 
livelihood and microfinance groups, many of these groups have also become de-facto 
women's groups.
CRDT does not support women's-only groups or groups created specifically for the purpose of 
encouraging women's discussion and action on gender issues. However, similar to CLA most 
members of its mixed-gender livelihood and microfinance groups are women, and many of the 
groups that took part in the research were attended solely by women. Though the two NGOs 
regard women's involvement in these groups as beneficial for both women and families, as 
Chapter Two has described women's participation in such schemes can present particular risks 
for women. In the case of microfinance these risks include indebtedness, vulnerability to 
family violence and social isolation if they do not fulfil requirements of CBO membership. Thus 
the empowerment outcome of women's participation is questionable. Later chapters will 
explore how women navigate these possibilities and challenges produced by the two 
interventions.
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Both agencies also face a range of challenges as small to medium NGOs operating in the 
context of the Cambodian development industry. Dependent on donor funding, they operate 
in a wider context in which they act primarily as service-delivering agencies, while also 
expected to work in a rights-based manner by educating communities about their rights and 
supporting people's political participation (O'Leary 2007a). In this context they must balance a 
potential tension common to community development interventions, namely that CBOs are 
perceived both as an efficient means of delivering services and as a platform for social change 
and empowerment (Kilby 2011:31-32). They also operate in a political and social context that 
tends toward top-down hierarchies, potentially limiting the scope for social change outcomes. 
A tendency toward hierarchies may also be reflected in certain organisational challenges. For 
example, like many small and medium Cambodian NGOs, CLA is itself hierarchically organised 
and closely associated with a charismatic and respected founding Executive Officer, who takes 
almost complete responsibility for organisational management, donor reporting and financial 
management (O'Leary 2007b:14). Again symptomatic of wider challenges for small to medium 
Cambodian NGOs, both agencies wrestle with donor reporting requirements that are 
challenging and time consuming, one reason being that they require a confident command of 
technical written English. In addition, these reporting requirements tend to focus on readily 
measurable outputs (numbers of field visits, numbers of outreach activities, numbers of loans), 
rather than social change outcomes, such as empowerment, which (as Chapter Two has 
detailed) are more difficult to assess.
Conclusion
This chapter has detailed the context in which the two NGO interventions studied in this 
research operate, and has described them and their work. The similarities and divergences in 
the two regions where the research took place have been examined, as have the responses of 
the two NGOs to the distinct development challenges that emerge as a result. Specifically, in 
the northeast, increasingly sharp conflicts between customary livelihoods and rapid economic 
development, and between biodiversity protection and human environmental impacts, lead to 
an NGO focus on supporting sustainable and alternative livelihoods and encouraging popular 
political engagement through CBOs. In the southeast, land scarcity, entrenched poverty, high 
rates of outmigration and risky migration are reflected in a focus on child protection,
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alternative livelihood strategies, and building the resilience of rural communities through 
participation in CBOs.
The ways in which the two NGOs approach the task of community organising has also been 
detailed, noting the similar aims and methods they employ. These are characterised by a focus 
on the mutual support and social protection benefits offered by participation in community 
organisations, the advantages of microentrepreneurship in poverty reduction and 
empowerment and the need for changes in behaviour and attitudes in order to achieve 
empowerment and poverty reduction goals. The importance of the delivery by NGOs of 
knowledge and information deemed necessary for development is a key component of these 
interventions. As Chapters Two and Three have discussed, these goals and methods are 
common to community interventions not only in Cambodia, but also in other contexts where 
international development assistance plays a significant role in shaping society and economy. 
As previous chapters have detailed, Cambodia presents a unique context in which to explore 
the extent to which interventions of this kind create intended poverty reduction and 
empowerment outcomes, or unintentionally deepen the poverty and powerlessness of rural 
people. Following chapters explore how rural people and NGO workers negotiate the two 
interventions described in this chapter, with a focus on how intervention's knowledge (see 
Chapter Five), community institutions (see Chapter Six) and household participation 
requirements (see Chapter Seven) are negotiated.
In addition to describing the efforts of the two NGOs studied to respond to the context and 
communities in which they operate, and noting the livelihood benefits that these interventions 
have delivered, this chapter has also detailed some significant challenges for the 
empowerment and poverty reduction aims of these interventions. Reflecting the broader 
dynamics of development intervention in Cambodia, which were discussed in Chapter Two, 
these challenges include the top-down organisation of the development industry, the 
hierarchical relationship between NGOs and communities, and the potentially contradictory 
NGO aims of delivering donor-contracted services and creating the conditions for rural 
empowerment. In the following chapters, these recur as themes that shaped the ways that 
men and women in the field sites negotiated, contested and set interventions to work in their 
daily lives. In particular, the following chapters detail the extent to which, and the means by 
which, empowerment is enabled and limited by these challenges. This analysis is central to the
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exploration of the diverse and unexpected ways that people negotiate NGO-led interventions, 
which is set out in Chapters Five to Eight.
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CHAPTER FIVE: NEGOTIATING KNOWLEDGE, POVERTY AND
ASPIRATION IN COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT
We have a lot of new ideas here, a lot of ideas about development. (gl9)
Introduction
Chapters Five to Eight analyse the accounts of men and women participants in the two 
community development interventions that were studied, setting these accounts in the 
context of data generated during ethnographic fieldwork. The chapters examine the ways in 
which people negotiate the knowledge delivered by NGOs, the village organisations created by 
their interventions, and the household labour that participation requires. In so doing, the 
chapters address the extent to which this process of negotiation can be considered 
empowering, and if so, what empowerment entails in rural Cambodian contexts.
This chapter analyses community development as a context in which experiences of poverty 
and conflict, knowledge of development and aspirations for improvement are negotiated and 
contested. Its primary concern is to explore how the development knowledges and aspirations 
of participants and intervening NGOs relate, in practice and in everyday contexts. How do 
people regard and use the knowledge that the NGOs deliver? What are the processes by which 
knowledge is transmitted, acquired and set to work in community development contexts?
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What are the outcomes of this process, and how does it shape identity and aspiration?
Answers to these questions cast light on the central debate that runs throughout the literature 
presented in Chapter Two, namely, whether community development interventions have any 
capacity to empower their participants and thereby to move beyond the perceived long­
standing "impasse" in development (Schuurman 1993a, 1993b). To engage these matters, this 
chapter explores whether the knowledge transmitted by NGOs reflects and enacts the top- 
down imposition of development power over participating people, or whether it may produce 
opportunities for change that can be conceptualised as empowering.
The quote that began this chapter reflects the value that research respondents placed on 
development-oriented knowledge. As the chapter demonstrates, these people positioned the 
knowledge and opportunities delivered by development agencies, and in particular by NGOs, 
as essential to achieving an improvement in their situation. This raises a number of issues 
relating to the power relationship between intervening agencies and participating people. 
Among these issues, this chapter explores the assumptions about rural life and development 
that are embedded in NGO knowledge, and identifies the sometimes unexpected uses to 
which rural people turn this knowledge in their efforts to improve life. In addition, the 
relationship between NGO-delivered knowledge and other sorts, and sources, of rural people's 
knowledge about development are taken into account. In particular, knowledge that people 
call on in everyday life, and regard as traditional, is addressed. Examination of these matters 
reveals the complexity and nuances of people's engagement with NGO knowledge. The 
chapter demonstrates that this complex negotiation of knowledge contributes to a significant 
improvement in research respondents' lives. This change can be conceptualised as a process of 
empowerment, if this is understood as involving new awareness of opportunities that exist to 
improve life, access to at least some resources to realise these opportunities, a process of 
negotiating resources, relationships, networks, labour and risk (Kabeer 1999, 2011) and hope 
and confidence that improvement is possible.
The chapter begins by discussing some characteristics of poverty and poverty reduction that 
were foregrounded in people's accounts, demonstrating the importance of NGO-delivered 
knowledge in their accounts of multi-faceted and relational experiences of poverty, and 
poverty reduction. The transmission of this development knowledge is then interrogated, in 
the context of the didactic relationship between NGOs and communities. What kinds of 
knowledge and action are made possible by this relationship? Five areas are considered:
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health, specifically child and maternal health and HIV/AIDS; agriculture; rights, in particular 
children's rights; domestic violence and community safety. These various examples illustrate 
the chapter's central argument: that there are both tensions and synergies between NGO and 
community knowledges of development, and moreover that this imperfect match produces 
unexpected opportunities for people to put perceived "new" and "old" knowledge to work in 
ways that assist them to improve life.
Describing transitions from deeper poverty
The people who participated in this research recounted experiencing a fragile transition from 
deeper to less deep poverty. In part this alteration in their circumstances reflects wider social 
changes, in particular the relative stability that has accompanied peace (Ear 2009; Van Acker 
2010). For people who took part in this research, peace has made possible the re­
establishment of (albeit tenuous) household claims to land and patterns of household 
production, consumption and economic participation. In addition, village and commune 
governance structures have been strengthened, and basic infrastructure and services have 
improved (Blunt and Turner 2005:74-75; Pellini 2005:208). For many people in the research 
sites, this has equated to opportunities to work on their farmland or that of others, to seek 
non-farm work, to go to school or send their children to school (and for a small minority, to 
undertake post-school training or education), and to access markets and health services. In the 
primary southeastern research sites, for example, there are primary and high schools in both 
Mesang and Chamkay Mear districts, district health centres and new commune halls that are 
occasionally used for community meetings. A rolling program of village road repair is in place, 
small infrastructure has improved, and a variety of international and local NGOs as well as UN 
agencies deliver or support the delivery of government health services, formal and informal 
education, Commune Council assistance and agricultural extension.
During the field research, these improvements were reflected in people's accounts that 
hardship in their lives had eased over time. Interviewees drew attention to improvements in 
their livelihood security and in the safety of travel, which had created new opportunities to 
work, sell and buy goods at markets, and visit regional centres or even places further away. 
Brief excerpts from research interviews in the secondary northeastern field sites illustrate 
these changes:
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There have been many changes here. Now we have vegetables and seeds so we 
can grow food to eat. There's enough to sell [some] and eat [some] too. (g30)
Oh, we've had a lot of development here. We've got water pumps, vegetables to 
grow and pigs to raise. (g25)
Before, it took a whole day to get to the market [by boat], and two days to come 
back [up the river]. Now, we can just go in a van. Going to the provincial town 
used to be like going all the way to Phnom Penh. Now we're much more 
developed! It's like magic, if you want to go by boat, then you go by boat. Or you 
can go in a van ... If you have money, you can go any time at all. (g26)
Against this backdrop of peace, relative stability and safer mobility, the economic, political and 
social changes that have accompanied peace have also produced new vulnerabilities. The 
improvements in life described in the excerpts above are fragile and reversible. In the research 
sites, as across rural Cambodia, the very poorest households in particular have benefitted 
marginally at best from the new services and opportunities made available in the post-war 
period (FitzGerald et al 2007; Ballard et al 2007). As detailed in Chapters Two and Four, rapid 
social and economic change has also meant that inequalities between the better off and 
poorest people in rural communities have widened (Tong et al 2009). The limited availability of 
basic services, the growing prevalence of land and resource conflicts, the possibility of 
economic shocks and unpredictable harvests make these improvements in life vulnerable to 
reversal (Jalilian, Reyes and Lun 2010:54; Tep and Siema 2008). Thus, for poor and poorest 
rural households (and for most people who took part in this research), this period has been 
characterised by fragile livelihoods, persistent food poverty and vulnerability to exploitation.
Although the majority of participants in this research were among the poorest 20 per cent of 
households in their villages at the time that CLA or CRDT first arrived in their villages (between 
1994 and 2008), their narratives of change prioritised the improvements in life achieved both 
in the longer post-UNTAC period and -  a point that respondents emphasised -  as a result of 
their participation in NGO-supported community development. In these accounts of change, 
even people who continued to experience significant deprivation (for example, household 
food poverty for three to six months of the year) contrasted their previous experiences of 
deeper poverty with their improved situation at the time the research took place. In short, 
they recalled their experience of deeper poverty from a perspective of hindsight. This allows 
analysis of their specifically situated accounts of what the transition from deeper to less deep 
poverty (and from conflict to peace and relative stability) involves. This process is now
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examined.
The causes o f poverty
Although this research focuses on the process of poverty reduction rather than the causes of 
poverty, research participants did discuss some of the triggers and drivers of poverty in their 
own lives and in the places where they live. In general terms these accounts accorded with the 
economic and social analyses that inform the work of the two implementing NGOs described 
in the previous chapter. For example, women's accounts drew attention to the gendered 
characteristics of poverty in rural Cambodia (Gorman et al 1999; FitzGerald 2007), describing 
how the behaviour of husbands who leave their families or who drink and gamble ("making 
money, then drinking it!" [w21] ) can impoverish their wives and children (for example, gl3; 
gl5; gl6). People's accounts often foregrounded the immediate and unpredictable triggers of 
poverty (Kilby 2011:26). For example, illness, disability, accidents, the deaths of family 
members and homelessness caused by a house fire were among the many causes of poverty 
that people identified. Flood, drought and poor harvests caused by crop diseases and insect 
infestation were seen as primary causes of impoverishment, reflecting the precarious 
character of the largely subsistence agriculture on which the people who took part in the 
research rely. This was particularly the case in Prey Veng, where, as Chapter Four detailed, a 
particularly severe drought in the mid to late 1990s compounded the poverty experienced at 
that time. In Prey Veng, inadequate access to land for subsistence also recurred in people's 
accounts as a cause of indebtedness and food shortage, reflecting the land scarcity and 
growing population pressures in Prey Veng (Engvall and Koko 2007:9) described in Chapters 
Two and Four. Two participants (wl8; m2) in the research described becoming landless, giving 
their land to moneylenders in lieu of money owed (though it is probable that many other 
interviewees had similar experiences, particularly in Prey Veng, where to be landless or land 
poor was a criterion for participation in the NGO scheme).
In the northeast, the closures of forest and large scale commercial extraction of fish and forest 
resources by "outsiders" (w33) were also identified as causing food shortage and poverty, 
particularly in the last five to ten years. This was accompanied by anger toward and, in some 
cases, fear of, these outsiders. For example, large scale agricultural concessions in areas 
customarily accessed by villagers were said to have guards who would threaten people with 
weapons if they tried to enter the area (w33). In one village, people were "too frightened" to
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cut trees or collect non-timber products, even in a government-designated community 
forestry area, because the use of nearby land had been granted to a commercial 
concessionaire (w34). Thus in these various accounts, poverty is attributable to a combination 
of structural factors such as land scarcity, resource conflicts and gendered vulnerability, and 
unpredictable personal and household misfortunes (Kilby 2011:27). In general terms, this 
mirrors the understanding of poverty's causes that underpin the two community development 
interventions described in Chapter Four. This suggests a significant basis of shared analysis and 
understanding in a relationship that, as Chapter Two described, is often characterised in the 
literature in terms of the apparent mutual incompatibility of participant and development 
agency perspectives (Escobar 1995; Ferguson 1990).
Cambodia's recent history of war and conflict recurred in many accounts as a primary cause of 
impoverishment. Specifically, the bpoel Pol pot ("Pol Pot time") was identified directly as a 
cause of poverty in fifteen accounts, and was also a common indirect point of contrast with 
the contemporary situation. Given that surviving the Democratic Kampuchea regime was a 
defining collective and personal experience of trauma and deprivation (Meas and Healy 2003; 
Tyner 2008; Maguire 2005), this is not surprising. Nonetheless, it is relevant and important to 
note the significance of this experience in shaping research participants' accounts of change. 
One question in the research interviews enquired about changes since the UNTAC period. In 
responding to this question, the general reaction (particularly in the primary southeastern 
research sites) was that there had been a significant improvement during that time but 
especially "after the NGO came" (w29). However, and more pertinent to the current 
discussion, interviewees not uncommonly set this response in the context of a direct 
comparison with the Democratic Kampuchea period, as in the following accounts from women 
in Prey Veng:
It's much better now. In the past, we had to work all the time, carrying baskets of 
earth. It's not like that now. It's better. That was the Khmer Rouge time. (wl2)
The NGOs came and explained things, and we liked what they said ... Our life is 
good, better than before. Before we were very worried, we were troubled by 
worries all the time. We have enough to eat [now]... In the Pol Pot time they even 
took all our vegetables. (g6)
Such comparisons between the "Pol Pot time" and the present suggest the defining role that 
the Democratic Kampuchea period continues to play in shaping rural Cambodian perceptions
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and accounts of change over time (Meas and Healy 2003:31; Tyner 2008; Le Vine 2010). In 
particular, given this extreme point of comparison it is perhaps not surprising that people's 
accounts of change over time generally cohered around a narrative of improvement, despite 
the reality that many respondents' lives remained characterised by vulnerability and poverty 
(albeit to a lesser degree than in the past) at the time the research took place.
The experience of Democratic Kampuchea was also important in the aspects of life histories 
that were sometimes volunteered during the research. For example, interviewees (g26; w l2) 
explained that they had moved to their current homes after the end of the Khmer Rouge time. 
One woman (wl2) described the difficulties associated with her marriage during the 
Democratic Kampuchea period -  the lack of proper ceremony, the trauma of a marriage 
coerced under threat, and the poverty and indignity of being later abandoned by her husband. 
The "Pol Pot time" also defined the landmarks and noteworthy features of communities. For 
example, a Prey Veng Village Chief introduced his village by explaining:
This village is named after the lake over there, behind the houses. It's 1.5 metres 
deep and 15 metres square. We made it bigger and deeper during the Pol Pot 
time. (glO)
Similarly, when the secretary of a Stung Treng microcredit group identified the important 
landmarks in her village, she singled out visual reminders of war including the "hole where the 
Non Lol bomb fell" and, seemingly incongruously, a demonstration plot used by the village 
community forestry group (g23). That these were each deemed places of note to bring to the 
attention of a visitor illustrates the defining roles that the violence of the 1960s-1990s, and the 
internationally-led development effort after this time, play in Cambodian accounts of personal 
and village histories. In particular, as illustrated above, the Democratic Kampuchea period 
echoes into the present as a point of profound comparison between social circumstances then 
and now.
Renegotiating war and conflict
The articulation of these grassroots narratives about conflict suggests that a renegotiation of 
past conflict experiences, and of identities shaped by Democratic Kampuchea, is taking place in 
rural Cambodia. The evident willingness of many people in the field sites to discuss Democratic 
Kampuchea suggests not only the centrality of this experience to its survivors, but also their
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apparent desire to highlight the injustices endured during this time. This is evident in the 
following account, from the northeast:
The Khmer Rouge came to this village in 1972. They thought my family was rich so 
they sent us to Kampong Cham [province]. There were 500 families there at that 
time but only 200 left that place. I came back to this village in 1976. It's grown a 
lot since then, people have had children, sometimes lots of children, and a few 
families have come from outside the village ... I went to Phnom Penh to see Tout 
Sleng [former Democratic Kampuchea prison and now memorial] and the Khmer 
Rouge court. The government and [a human rights organisation] supported us to 
go. I looked for my father's photo at Tout Sleng. I wanted to ask, 'why did you do 
this?' At the court we were so close we could see the Khmer Rouge clearly. (w32)
The articulation of such narratives may be conceptualised as a form of political voice (Cornwall 
2008) that expresses grassroots perspectives about conflict, justice and peace. In a context in 
which many forms of political expression are highly constrained (Hughes 2006), NGO- 
supported community interventions can create particular opportunities for people to relay 
certain political narratives. For example, in the account above, the speaker credits a human 
rights NGO with providing financial and practical assistance that made it possible for her to 
visit the Khmer Rouge Tribunal at the International Criminal Court in Phnom Penh. This 
experience created an opportunity for her to recount, on her return to her own community, 
her observations about the tribunal as well as to narrate her experience during, and as a 
survivor of, Democratic Kampuchea. Indeed, the NGO-approved research interview in which 
she shared this account should also be regarded as an opportunity that she took to express 
this perspective. Thus, narratives about Democratic Kampuchea can be understood as a 
contemporary renegotiation of this past experience of conflict and deprivation, and as a 
strategic mobilisation of this experience including in support of claims to justice and political 
voice in the present. That people use community development contexts to share such 
narratives, and NGOs' practical support for this process, suggests a strategic alignment in the 
perspectives and priorities of NGOs and at least some members of communities where 
interventions take place. Rather than necessarily resisting or subverting intervention's aims, as 
can and does occur in development contexts (Scott 1990,1985; Escobar 1995; Cornwall 2007b) 
this example suggests that people in the field sites used the opportunities presented by NGO 
intervention strategically, including to express claims to justice and to relay and renegotiate 
past experiences of conflict.
130
The narratives about Democratic Kampuchea that circulated in the research process suggest a 
complex and unsettled situation. As well as accounts of the tyranny and impoverishment 
endured at this time, there were some surprising accounts, including a Prey Veng woman's 
suggestion that during the Khmer Rouge period people had worked together to build and 
maintain roads and bridges, but since that time people had become "lazy" and stopped caring 
about their village (w43). While this view was not expressed by other interviewees, it suggests 
the variety of ways in which the Democratic Kampuchea period can be animated as a point of 
comparison with contemporary social life.3
References to Democratic Kampuchea also served to underscore solidarities and differences 
between people. For example, during one research interview, my interpreter, a middle-aged 
woman from Phnom Penh and an experienced rural development worker, was directed by an 
interviewee into a rice field. "Teacher, teacher!" cried the woman after her, "aren't you 
frightened, going into the rice field on your own? Many people died [there]!" (wl7). Directed 
at an urban woman, this was a potentially unsettling reminder of the experiences of rural and 
urban people, but in particular of the urban "new people", people during the Khmer Rouge 
period (Beang and Cougill 2006; Kiernan 1996). This encounter illustrates how narratives of the 
Khmer Rouge period can define differences, such as exist between rural and urban women, 
and between the rural beneficiaries of development assistance and the often urban 
professionals who deliver it (O'Leary 2007a).
Relationships such as those between beneficiary and benefactor, or between rural and urban 
dweller, are fundamentally shaped by development assistance (Crewe and Harrison 1998:5). 
They are therefore often presented as top-down, hierarchical and disempowering of rural 
people (see for example O'Leary and Meas 2001; O'Leary 2007b:21). While the inequitable 
character of such relationships is indisputable, the negotiation of identity and difference by 
rural people described above suggests not only that there is some degree of room for 
manoeuvre within these relationships (Long 1990), but that community development creates
3 This account tends to cohere with the arguments detailed in Chapter Two, in which rapid economic development 
and social change after UNTAC are regarded as having played a significant role in a purported dissolution of 
reciprocity in rural communities. Such accounts are counterpointed in Chapter Six with villagers' narratives 
generated in fieldwork, which stressed the continuity and persistence of community traditions of reciprocity, 
despite the stress placed on them by rapid change.
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particular opportunities for people to articulate narratives of justice, injustice and identity 
within these relationships, as well as to relay poignant reminders of past hardship and 
contemporary inequities. The articulation of these narratives is significant, since they reflect a 
contrast with the "voicelessness" (Narayan et al 2000:34) that characterised experiences of 
Democratic Kampuchea (Meas and Healy 2003:26-29; Jenks Clarke 2001).
While experiences of autocracy and war are generally presented in the literature as having 
only atomising impacts on solidarity and community (see Watts 1999; Brown 1999; Prum 
1999; Krishnamurthy 1999; Oveson et al 1996; Meas and Healy 2003; Jenks Clark 2001), 
narratives of conflict and Democratic Kampuchea may in fact also serve to underscore 
solidarities in certain contexts. For example in Prey Veng two NGO fieldworkers who assisted 
with the research (by providing introductions to Village Chiefs and CBO members) were also 
local men and themselves ex-combatants. This experience appeared to be a significant source 
of shared knowledge, experience and solidarity with village men who participated in 
community development. For example, in one Prey Veng village, these NGO workers, together 
with fathers' group members and village leaders, recounted the role that local men had played 
in assisting Vietnamese and Khmer soldiers who drove the Khmer Rouge from their village in 
1979 (g6). This appeared to be information they judged important to share with a foreigner 
who wanted to understand whether and how life had changed over time in their village. While 
the relationship of power between NGOs and communities is sometimes (and accurately) 
presented in terms of its inequitable character, and as prone to producing dependence and 
disempowerment (Kilby 2011; Kothari 2001; Cooke and Kothari 2001), encounters such as that 
described above suggest that this does not prevent there being considerable scope for 
solidarity, shared experience and common perspectives in the everyday interactions between 
fieldworkers and community members.
These varied examples of narratives of conflict and the Democratic Kampuchea period suggest 
that these experiences profoundly shape contemporary rural identities and perceptions of 
change over time. Such examples also demonstrate that grassroots narratives of conflict and 
Democratic Kampuchea are complex, nuanced and unsettled. Community development 
intervention creates particular opportunities for these narratives to be expressed, forming a 
platform for certain grassroots claims about justice, conflict and change. Importantly, these 
narratives operate in ways that illustrate both the synergies and the dissimilarities in 
community and intervening agency staff perspectives and experiences. These negotiations of
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the past, and by extension contemporary power relations, are an important aspect of the 
process of change and improvement described by people who took part in this research.
Characterising poverty and poverty reduction
While the transition from conflict to peace was a defining aspect of people's narratives of 
change, people who took part in this research identified their participation in community 
development as a significant, in many cases the single most significant, factor leading to an 
improvement in their situation since the cessation of conflict. Indeed, participation was 
foregrounded as a source of life improvement sometimes even to the exclusion of other 
perhaps more fundamental factors, such as drought breaking in Prey Veng. While this could be 
read as evidence that people overstated the importance of their participation in community 
development, it is better understood as illustrating their perception of community 
intervention as a powerful cause of change and improvement. The account below indicates the 
way in which participation in community development was foregrounded as contributing to 
the improvement in life that most research respondents reported experiencing:
Before, it was difficult, difficult. Before, we had nothing ... We couldn't depend on 
anything or anyone. It was so hard I could have wept. We didn't have enough rice 
to support ourselves -  we had no idea what to do ... We had to borrow from 
people in the village but we couldn't pay them back, even though they didn't 
charge us any interest. So we went to Phnom Penh to look for work, husband and 
wife together. We left the children [then aged 8, 5 and 2] at home by themselves.
I couldn't get a job in Phnom Penh, and the pay was very bad.
The Village Chief came and talked to me and [then] the NGO staff came and chose 
my family to participate. I got trained at the schoolroom in the village. We've 
borrowed 1 million riel (approximately $US 250.00) from the NGO, to buy pigs, 
chickens, a chicken pen and ducks. I started a business selling cakes near my 
house. Bit by bit these businesses make a profit. Bit by bit.
Now my heart is less troubled. Now we can support ourselves. Sometimes we're 
a bit short, but we can support ourselves. (wl3)
Recalled in accounts such as this, the intervention of NGOs -  and specifically access to the 
information, training and resources (in particular credit loans) that they provide -  was 
presented as crucial to achieving greater self-reliance and a significant improvement in 
household circumstances.
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Importantly, such accounts present past experiences of poverty as involving more than just 
material lack and hunger. These accounts draw attention to the various aspects of "illbeing" 
and deprivation that accompany poverty (Narayan et al 2000:249). Poverty in these accounts 
appears as a multi-faceted social experience, characterised for example by dependence on the 
gifts or assistance of better-off people. In the account above, this is evident in the 
respondent's reliance on no-interest loans from "people in the village". By contrast, many 
interviewees were unable to access credit at such beneficial terms, and were even more 
vulnerable to the spiral of debt caused by the very high interest rates charged by 
moneylenders. In addition, lack of control over livelihoods, and a lack of options and/or 
knowledge about how to change this situation characterised poverty in respondents' accounts. 
Other commonly occurring aspects of poverty included not having any income-generating 
employment, having too much time but nothing do to, being ill, becoming landless or being 
forced to sell land at unfair terms, risky migration and exploitative labour conditions in rural 
and urban settings, experiences of violence and, particularly for women, experiences of family 
or domestic violence.
Poverty was also characterised by social isolation and a generalised perception of lacking 
respect from other people. These last two aspects of poverty can be deduced from accounts 
that stressed that respondents' social isolation reduced, and other people's regard for them 
improved, as their poverty decreased. As the account above detailed, the emotional 
experience of such situations was characterised by hopelessness, anxiety and worry. This was 
often expressed as having "many thoughts" or "many worries", similar to the unrelenting 
anxiety recounted to Ballard et al (2007) by people living with poverty in the Tonle Sap lake 
area of central Cambodia. In this mixture of fragile livelihoods, inequitable social relationships, 
lack of access to material resources, and lack of knowledge of options for change (Kabeer 
1999), as well as the experience of persistent isolation and anxiety, these accounts reflect the 
multi-faceted quality of poverty, in which its objective causes and subjective experiences 
compound and reinforce both social exclusion and material lack (Chambers 2005; White and 
Pettit 2004:15).
Table 5.1 identifies the prevalence of some significant characteristics of poverty and change 
that recurred in men's and women's narratives, and which are addressed in more detail 
throughout Chapters Six, Seven and Eight.
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Presented in this fashion the transition from deeper to less deep poverty seems characterised 
by distinct shifts and contrasts in experience. This reflects the tenor of people's own 
narratives, as brief excerpts from women's accounts suggest:
I'm happy now, before my heart was so troubled. People admire me now. When I 
worked in Phnom Penh I was poor but now no one can say "they're like they 
always were". (wl6)
There have been a lot of changes. Now we've got enough to eat, a big house, 
cows, chickens and pigs to raise. Before we didn't have any lights at all and now 
look, we have an electric light! (wl8)
Before, the earth was bare around our house. Now there are crops everywhere.
(w2)
In the past... I was worried, I had nothing. Now, it's OK. Now I'm content, every 
day. (g5)
I was so skinny. Now I have a bit of meat on my bones. (wl2)
Each of these accounts suggests a distinct and marked change in the situation of respondents 
before and after participating in community intervention. For example, the accounts above 
describe transitions from bare earth to fertile fields, from troubled emotions to contentment, 
and from lack to sufficiency. As these accounts suggest, this transition is comprised of 
improved livelihood security and self-sufficiency, but also (explicit in the first account above) a 
shift in the regard in which respondents felt they were held by others. Once again this reflects 
the social and relational aspects both of impoverishment (Chambers 1997, 2005; White and 
Ellison 2006:9) and of the process of improvement described by respondents in this research.
While these accounts draw attention to the significant shifts that accompany participation, 
people's accounts of the process by which this change is achieved are suggestive of a gradual 
and incremental reduction in insecurity and vulnerability. This change appears in these 
narratives as one achieved "little by little", or ka pik ka pok (w2; w8); and as the combined 
result of hard work, and access to the information, opportunities and material resources that 
NGOs deliver. While many households that took part in the research continued to experience 
annual food shortage at the time of the research, the period of rice shortfall and its severity 
had decreased. In this sense the transition to less deep poverty is characterised by a lessening 
or a reduction in lack, and an increase in sufficiency.
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This transition is accompanied by a reduction in worry and anxiety, as the following account 
illustrates:
Before, I had a very troubled heart. I had so many worries, I got sick ... now it's 
easier. Now I know what it's like to have a lot to eat, then go to bed and sleep.
(w32)
A number of aspects of this transition were significant in people's accounts. Among these, 
participating households recounted experiencing an increase in income that was used for 
significant purchases or investments such as repurchasing mortgaged land or improving or 
rebuilding inadequate homes. Such significant investments were a source of pride and relief, 
as these accounts illustrate:
Before, after harvest and planting I had nothing to do. I just stayed at home.
Things have changed so much. I started to grow vegetables, raise pigs, fish and 
make compost. My life has changed a lot. Before, we had a tiny little house -  now, 
it's a big one, with a wooden roof. (wl7)
The villagers say, 'before, you had a small house, but now it's better than before'.
I tell them I raised animals, started a business, improved my rice field with 
compost, saved money and then extended my business. (w2)
Before, we had no idea ... how to make a profit. Now, people come to our house 
to buy our vegetables. We sell duck and chicken eggs. We sell chickens by the kilo 
to a middleman. We were able to buy our land back with the profit from these 
businesses. For a year, we had no land, after we sold it. (wl9)
For both men and women having new responsibilities and businesses to manage contributed 
to a significant change in their households' situations. The new work of community 
development included these tasks described by a woman in Prey Veng:
I borrowed money to start a business. I made compost, then the NGO gave me a 
loan. I started a home vegetable garden, and made a fence for it, and I bought 
meat, fish and vegetables and sold them in the village. I bought chickens and fish.
I never did this kind of work before. (wl5)
As detailed above, such changes were accompanied by a perception that there had been a 
shift in how other people in their families and communities regarded them. These accounts 
suggest this dynamic:
Everything has changed. People here admire me. Before we had no plan, no work 
to do ... we had nothing. (wl6)
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Now, people in the village respect and admire me. They're friendly [now] and they 
encourage and support me. (wl)
Everyone admires us. We have everything we need for our lives. Even the monks 
say our lives have improved very quickly! (m3)
In addition to winning the respect of important people including local leaders (monks,
Buddhist lay people, Village Chiefs and VDC members), women in particular spoke of acquiring 
new skills and responsibilities that allowed them to make a greater contribution to household 
livelihoods. As well, three women in the southeast identified that their husbands' use of 
violence against them had decreased, a change they identified as resulting from their 
participation and improved household situation. Members of eleven women's groups in the 
southeast also recounted their perception that domestic violence had reduced in some 
households as a result of the NGO intervention. People also spoke of being more engaged with 
institutions, in particular schools, where children's enrolment and achievements were often 
mentioned as significant sources of pride, as this account describes:
Before, our children went to school but we didn't really encourage them or push 
them. But they should understand things clearly. The children have to go ahead of 
us, lead us forward. (g6)
In addition, interviewees spoke about meeting and talking more with others about daily life 
and about development. This included, but was not limited to, discussions and interactions 
that took place through the new CBOs supported by NGOs. The following excerpt from a 
member of a microcredit CBO in Prey Veng illustrates a theme commonly expressed in 
particular by women:
Before the NGO came we didn't see each other as much, only at weddings and 
festivals. Now, we see each other more. (g7)
As Table 5.1 illustrated, increased social interaction was a recurring theme in men's and 
women's accounts of change, suggesting that this was perceived to be an important outcome 
of participation.
While the following findings chapters consider in detail the aspects of transition described 
above, for the purposes of this brief overview it is sufficient to note that poverty reduction 
involved not only greater material sufficiency (for example reduced hunger, improved 
livelihood, newly constructed or repaired homes), but also a change in self-perception, and in
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relationships within the family and community, with village leaders and local institutions. This 
was illustrated in women's recurrent refrain that "no one can say I'm still the same [as I was]" 
(wl6). Stephen in Townsend et al (2004:882) argues that "basic needs are not tied solely to 
survival, but rather to constructions of identity and issues of power". That poverty is as much 
tied up in identity as it is in material deprivation is borne out by the accounts detailed above.
In these accounts, the experience of poverty reduction was presented as involving not only 
greater sufficiency in basic needs but also improved relationships with other people, greater 
connection to local institutions and a new sense of the self as valued by others and as 
controlling valuable knowledge and resources.
Knowledge and improvement
Knowledge is deeply implicated in the transition out of deeper poverty. The accounts of people 
who took part in this research suggest that a lack of knowledge was a significant lack of 
sufficiency that characterised their previous, deeper, poverty. As Table 5.1 detailed, this was 
one of the most frequently mentioned aspects of lack in people's accounts: they spoke of 
lacking knowledge, information, understanding and ideas. This deficit permeated their 
accounts of the other, more immediate and tangible, characteristics of poverty described 
above.
In parallel to this, accessing knowledge was presented as one of the most significant changes 
resulting from participating in an NGO scheme. The following excerpts illustrate this dynamic:
Now, we understand a lot about health, about HIV and AIDs, and about hygiene 
too. And we're happy because we can get low interest loans -  the interest on 
NGO loans is just two per cent! We understand a lot, and we implement what we 
learn, and we've been successful! (gl)
I've learnt about compost, borrowed money, raised fish and grown vegetables, 
and learnt about health. Our family has a better life now. We're stronger. (w4)
The information about health education is new knowledge for me. (wl5)
We're in a savings group. I've stayed in the group because I understand the 
purpose of it. The NGO explained that group savings are useful. (w5)
Along with access to credit loans, this new knowledge of various areas of life was presented by 
research participants as one of the most significant benefits of participating in community
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development intervention. Indeed, the benefits of low-interest credit loans and access to new 
knowledge and information were often mentioned in the same breath, as the first account 
above exemplifies.
In this sense, the transition to less deep poverty can be at least partly conceptualised in terms 
of a shift from lacking knowledge or ideas, to commanding important and useful knowledge 
about how to make life better. These accounts illustrate this shift:
I never knew about HIV before, or about how to make compost... [or grow] fruit 
trees. I didn't know what to do. I had no idea what to do. The staff came and 
explained ... Before, I had no ideas. (w30)
We never knew. We never understood development. We wanted to! Everyone 
wants to know about everything [they can do] to develop their village. They want 
to avoid poverty. (wl6)
We've had a change in how we think and feel. We're smarter than before, we 
know more, (m l)
Such accounts underscore the significance of knowledge and understanding to community 
development and to poverty reduction. People described their participation in community 
intervention as a process of acquiring knowledge appropriate to the task of improving life. The 
second account above expresses that "everyone wants to know everything" (wl6) about 
development, but many respondents said they lacked this knowledge before participating in 
community development intervention. Thus "knowing what to do" (w30) was positioned in 
women's and men's accounts as a significant outcome of participation, making it possible for 
them to gain greater control over the conditions of their lives. This included increasing their 
resilience to difficulties, as this account demonstrates:
[If drought returned] we would grow dry season rice and vegetables, and raise 
fish and dig a pond. And we have well water [now]. Before there weren't so many 
wells, now most families have them. Even if drought returned, we could dig a well 
in the rice field and grow dry season rice. In 1999 no one did this. We didn't know 
about this. Now we are successful and developed. We can plant dry rice. (w24)
In this sense, knowledge gained through participation in community interventions created 
confidence that life was likely to continue to improve into the future. In effect, people had 
embraced the idea of progress, and specifically the idea that ongoing improvement was 
possible in their own lives. This is in contrast to the worry and anxiety that respondents
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described as characteristic of poverty, and the hopelessness about the future than can be 
inferred from people's accounts of lacking ideas and knowledge about how to change their 
situation. In this manner, the re-appraisal of the self as knowledgeable, improvable and 
improving contributed to a perception of future possibilities and a hopeful orientation toward 
the future. This experience of hopefulness should be considered a significant aspect of poverty 
reduction, and an important outcome of participation in community intervention. Indeed, in 
constituting an awareness that improvement in life is possible (Kabeer 1999), hopefulness can 
be usefully conceptualised as an aspect of empowerment, in this context.
NGOs as didactic agents
This change in self-perception occurs within a particular didactic relationship with NGOs, which 
this chapter now considers. This section considers the didactic aims and methods of the two 
NGOs, as a precursor to the chapter's examination of how this knowledge is used and 
perceived by participating people. The knowledge and information transmitted by NGOs span 
many areas of life. In the sites studied in this research, NGO fieldworkers shared information 
about agricultural improvement, health, income generation, budgeting, rights, environmental 
education, community organising, administration and leadership (CLA 2009a; CRDT 2013b). 
They provided information about how to undertake a range of activities related to these areas. 
These activities included organic home gardening, non-rice crop production, composting, dry 
rice farming techniques, the System of Rice Intensification (SRI) and small livestock raising. In 
addition fieldworkers advised about sanitation and hygiene practices such as sweeping around 
houses, fencing domestic livestock and boiling drinking water. The causes and prevention of 
transmissible diseases were discussed with people, with a focus on HIV/AIDS. During the 
period of fieldwork, NGO staff also provided community education about emerging health 
issues such as the cholera outbreaks that occurred in each of the provinces where research 
took place in 2010.
Both NGOs also provided information about income generation. Families were encouraged to 
raise animals and grow vegetables for sale or consumption, and training was provided about 
how to conduct these activities. The two NGOs each provided microcredit loans with the 
intention that families would undertake small business activities in order to diversify their 
income base. Their fieldworkers provided mentoring and advice about how to plan and 
manage small businesses, including identifying appropriate business ideas. In addition people
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were required to attend training on a range of social issues, from the causes of climate change 
to protection of endangered species to the importance of washing hands.
Because group-based methodologies were prioritised by both NGOs, much of this training was 
provided to groups, and participants also received training and education in how to participate 
in CBOs. Participants were encouraged to meet regularly to support each other, to share 
experiences and to take action on social issues in their communities (CLA 2009a; CRDT 2013). 
For example in the northeast fieldworkers encouraged villagers to report illegal fishing activity 
to their Village Chief while in the southeast fieldworkers reminded members of Child 
Protection Networks to confront suspected illegal migration agents. People also learned how 
to read financial records in microfinance groups, and CBOs leaders attended training about 
record management, running meetings and motivating members of their groups (CLA 2013). In 
this sense, in addition to the many kinds of practical information about household and village 
development that were delivered to participating people, the NGOs transmitted a range of 
ethical and moral knowledge relating to good conduct, knowledge of health, the body and the 
self, community and social order, and about civil society and its role in relation to the state and 
national development.
From the perspectives of participating people, these various areas of intervention were less 
clearly delineated than they appeared in the NGOs' descriptions of these tasks. From the 
community viewpoint, NGOs provided information about "everything", as the following 
accounts demonstrate:
The NGO gave us everything to do. They gave us advice about planting vegetables, 
raising chickens and pigs. Oh yes, they gave us some loans too. And they said send 
your children to school, (m3)
They wanted us to do everything. The NGO came and said make compost, make a 
fence, send your children to school, you can do business. I bought chickens, pigs, 
ducks and I grow vegetables to sell in the rainy season. I never used to do these 
things. I only had a few chickens before. (wl6).
These excerpts reflect the wide array of information that is transmitted in community 
development intervention.
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Development hierarchies and didactic relationships
This wide-ranging content is determined not only by local NGOs' analysis of what kinds of 
knowledge local people require, but also by the changing priorities of international donors.
This can be clearly illustrated in relation to CLA's work. CLA was founded in 1994 with funding 
from Save the Children UK to reduce the incidence of risky migration, child trafficking and child 
labour exploitation in Mesang district of Prey Veng. As other international donors have 
become involved in CLA's work over time the organisation has expanded geographically but 
also in its focus. Now implementing an "holistic village development approach" intended to 
"protect... and realise ... the rights of children", CLA's work incorporates women's health and 
nutrition, child development, agricultural extension, community safety and child protection 
and anti-trafficking work incorporating a cross-border approach (CLA 2013). This wide-ranging 
mission reflects the specific interests of CLA's international donors, which have changed over 
time in an effort to come to terms with new and emerging development challenges, in 
particular cross-border issues such as migration and trafficking (Save the Children UK 2007).
Unpredictable increases and decreases in donor funding, and in the organisational focus of 
these donors, have a direct and significant impact on where CLA can work, and what kind of 
work and knowledge dissemination can be undertaken. For example, in 2010 a European 
donor announced that in part because its own financial viability had been negatively affected 
by global economic downturn and European economic instability, it would be reducing funding 
for agricultural extension work, but would continue to support health promotion initiatives. 
This meant that CLA had to stop a range of work in several villages, despite requests from 
participating people for additional agricultural extension training (Terres Des Hommes 2010).
Thus, unpredictable decreases in funding and changes in donors' foci directly impact the kinds 
of information and knowledge that people in communities receive. More generally, this 
situation reflects the top-down organisation of the development industry, in which analysis of 
community needs and solutions takes place far from the location of intervention. While this 
could be criticised as evidence of the irrelevance (or indeed, potential harmfulness) of 
development-delivered knowledge to the situation and aspirations of participating people 
(Escobar 1995; Crewe and Harrison 1998), the accounts of change detailed above suggest that 
participants regarded this knowledge as highly relevant to the task of improving life.
Moreover, as this chapter has described, such knowledge also contributed to a shift in self-
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perception that can be regarded as empowering. Considered in this light, unpredictable donor- 
instigated changes in the scope and purpose of NGO-led interventions (rather than the top- 
down character of development relationships per se) may well be the greater problem. The 
proposition that top-down interventions may nonetheless create opportunities for 
improvement is further explored in the next section, which considers the process of 
participant engagement with NGO-delivered knowledge -  and specifically, whether this 
process can be considered to be empowering.
Engaging knowledge, learning and resources in relationships with NGOs
It is not surprising that, for a majority of people who took part in this research, their foremost 
motivation to join a community development program was their hope -  sometimes 
expectation -  that this would lead to an improvement in their situation. This desired change 
was often expressed in terms of seeking "development and success" (gl5; g l; g5; w21; w24; 
w25; g l l  for example) and in particular "development and success in the family". The 
following account illustrates this aspiration:
I joined because I wanted development and success in my family. At first I wasn't 
sure if [the NGO] could help us get this, I wasn't sure if [the NGO] could help 
improve our lives. (w25)
While it may appear self-explanatory that people participated in the hope that this would 
alleviate their poverty, it is significant that their motivations related first and foremost to the 
situation of families and households. This suggests a tension between community 
development narratives, which position the community as the target of intervention and the 
"unit of solution" (Checkoway 2011), and the focus of participants on improving the situation 
of their family and household. As Guijt and Shah (1998) have observed, any change in the 
situation of 'the community' that results from community intervention is mediated by people's 
desire for, and efforts to achieve, a change in their household situation. (Households too are 
sites of contestation of development's benefits (Guijt and Shah 1998; Mayoux 2003), as 
Chapter Seven discusses). This situation suggests a tension in the priorities of intervening 
agencies that seek community development, and participating people aspiring to improve 
their household circumstances.
In order to obtain the "development in the family" that they seek, people in the field sites
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were encouraged and often required to undertake a range of livelihood-related learning and 
work that was stipulated by NGOs. For example, they had to establish home gardens and 
organic composting systems, and raise small livestock. In addition they were required to 
attend training about such various matters as HIV prevention, reproductive health, safe 
migration, child rights, gender, sanitation and hygiene, sustainable forest resource use, 
fisheries regulation, domestic violence law, global warming and species conservation, as well 
as (in Prey Veng) ensuring that children of school age continue to attend school. Much of this 
learning took place in group-based settings such as savings and loan groups, mothers' and 
fathers' groups, child protection groups and sustainable livelihood groups. As Chapter Four 
described, NGOs consider participation in these groups to be crucial to building the community 
solidarity and reciprocity regarded as necessary for development, and to improving the "weak 
and disconnected organisations of the poor" seen by intervening agencies to be characteristic 
of poverty (Narayan et al 2000:248-249).
In return for this participation, people were able to access information, resources, advice and 
relationships that they regarded as useful in their efforts to improve individual and family life. 
The account below illustrates the 'give and take' of assistance and obligation that characterises 
NGO-community relations:
The NGO gave us bicycles, clothes, pens, books and bags, and we said 'we will 
encourage the children to go to school, and we will make compost'. We started 
the savings group so that if the children get sick we can get a loan. We use the 
loans to take the children to school or to do business. Some people borrow to buy 
back their land, because the interest is low. Some people send their children to 
Phnom Penh [to look for work]. Some people take their children to the doctor.
Some people do business, or they go to Phnom Penh for construction work, or 
they buy vegetables to sell. (g3)
This account demonstrates that people participated in large part in return for the material and 
fungible assistance that NGOs make available. Microcredit loans were particularly valued. The 
attractiveness of credit is clear in the following account of motivations for joining an NGO 
community development scheme:
I joined because I wanted the money. I wanted the money a lot. I followed [the 
NGOs] rules right away -  I did the work even in the middle of the day. (wl6)
This account identifies that participating people are required to "follow rules" in order to 
access NGO assistance, highlighting the hierarchical and top-down nature of CBOs that critics
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have identified (Chambers 1997; O'Leary 2007b). It recurred in peoples' accounts that they 
were required to undertake certain community activities as well as tasks in their households in 
order to access resources that they could use to assist their families. People gave their labour 
and time and followed the advice of fieldworkers, and in return received material resources 
that they needed or which they regarded as beneficial. In short, engaging with learning and 
joining CBOs were requirements of accessing needed and desired material resources. This 
could be classified as a "weak" or "shallow" form of participation, in which people's 
participation is reduced to meeting obligations and following instructions delivered by more 
powerful people, in order to access desired resources (Cornwall 2008; Arnstein 1969).
However respondents rejected the suggestion that there were too many rules or requirements 
of participation, as these accounts illustrate:
We weren't angry when the NGO said we had to build a fence and make compost.
We weren't afraid -  we were glad. We liked it! (g9)
I never thought they asked too much. I chased after that fieldworker and wanted 
to listen to what she said. (g5)
I never feel angry or disappointed when the NGO asks many questions or makes 
many demands, such as build the fence and so on. It's good that the staff come 
and remind and advise and explain. I followed them, and now things are better.
(w22)
The NGO doesn't take anything [they give me] back from me. If I want success, I 
have to do the work. (w24)
Many people regarded the work and learning required by NGO "rules" as delivering 
improvements in their situation, either in the form of material assistance, useful knowledge, or 
both. In this sense, people perceived the deal struck with NGOs as reasonable and worthwhile. 
In addition to material resources, the information that NGOs commanded was perceived as 
beneficial. The following illustrates this theme:
I followed the rules straight away, I did the work even in the middle of the day. I 
wanted to study, I wanted to understand, I wanted to work. I will never forget 
[what they taught me]. (w25)
Access to this knowledge had implications not only for what people know, but also for how 
they understood themselves. This knowledge was a significant source of relief, satisfaction and
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self-esteem. In particular people's access to this knowledge created an awareness of options 
and strategies for improving life (such as planting dry season rice, or starting an income­
generating business), as well as confidence that they would be able to execute these plans. As 
Kabeer (1999) points out, awareness of options and strategies is in itself not empowering, 
since choices cannot be executed without resources. Nonetheless, this reconceptualisation of 
the self as both knowing and able to act on knowledge was fundamental to the process of 
improvement described by men and women in this research. It suggests, as Townsend et al 
(2004) have argued, that even interventions characterisable as weakly participatory can deliver 
unexpected opportunities for significant improvement, and indeed can create at least some 
conditions conducive to empowerment.
People's accounts of participation underscore how important learning from NGO fieldworkers 
was to the change in life that they attributed to their participation. "Going to study" (w22), 
"training" (w23), and "getting technical advice" (glO) were all mentioned as benefits of joining 
the NGOs programs, as these accounts demonstrate:
I made compost and grew vegetables. I studied four times -  three times about HIV 
and once about how to make compost -  that's technical information about 
agriculture. I got a latrine. I borrowed three times. I loaned to buy pigs, and to sell 
Khmer noodles ... The profit is good. I'm honest and I keep the rice until the rainy 
season and then I sell it -  I can support my family. (w30)
I make compost, grow vegetables, and raise pigs and chickens. I never did any of 
that before. They gave us seeds and taught us what to do. And fish too. I bought 
fish, pigs and chickens ... It was my idea to do that. I have fish in the pond and 
vegetables in the garden so when I come home from planting I can cook 
something. It's easy -  I don't worry where the food will come from. Before [the 
NGO] came I never had enough. It was very difficult. (w31)
As these excerpts demonstrate, this practical information about how to improve livelihoods 
had immediate relevance to the people who gained it. People traced the cause of 
improvements in their lives to their new knowledge about how to grow vegetables, look after 
small livestock and run small businesses. They described having access to new kinds of useful 
information about a range of issues: health, illness, sanitation, hygiene, transmissible diseases, 
"technical" knowledge about agriculture, and how to negotiate domestic violence. This 
information was valued because it made possible a range of new kinds of action that people 
were able to take to improve their situation -  including accessing credit loans for small 
businesses, to meet unexpected expenditure requirements, and to cope during temporary dips
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in income. This enthusiasm for NGO-delivered knowledge suggests that people were able to 
find significant benefit in such interventions, despite the top-down relationship in which it was 
delivered, and the sometimes divergent priorities of NGOs and community members detailed 
earlier in this chapter.
"New" ideas and "short thoughts": perceiving NGO knowledge
People presented the information and knowledge that they acquired from NGOs as being new 
and novel. Knowledge delivered by NGOs was described as involving "new ideas" and "new 
thinking", and in contrast to "old fashioned ideas" and "old ways of thinking" (g6). Even when 
people were already familiar with ideas presented by NGOs they positioned this "new 
knowledge" as useful to the task of improving life, as in this example:
I got some training, but I already knew how to grow vegetables. I have chickens 
and ducks already, so I don't need any help with these things ... but now I know 
which plants to grow at which times, which ones to plant when. (w29)
This suggests that participants in community development had a positive identification with 
new thinking of this kind, and saw it aligning with their own aspirations for the future.
People explained that they continued to engage with the NGO over time because they 
"understand" "new ideas" (g6; gl8). To be aligned with "new ideas" in these accounts is to 
want to be "developed and successful". This was associated with valuing the education of 
children, engaging with ideas of rights and gender (see Chapter Seven), and taking part in CBOs 
(see Chapter Six). To participate in community development was to experiment and positively 
identify with new learning, and with new ways of knowing, working and behaving. The 
following account illustrates that "new thoughts" or "new ideas" were strongly associated with 
an ethos of development or progress:
We have a lot of new ideas here, a lot of ideas about development. Life is 
changing. Before people were very poor. We get these ideas from the radio or 
from other people and then we start [doing things] in our families -  we grow 
vegetables, we stop using chemicals, and now the living standard is better than 
before. (gl9)
People generally positioned "new thinking" as desirable, good and right. However the "new 
way" may also have been regarded as the only way for communities because "Everyone has
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changed. No one can keep the old customs and culture" (gl9). Regardless, participating people 
perceived at least a degree of synergy between their own priorities, and aspirations for 
development, and that of the NGO workers who shared their "new ideas". This suggests that 
while there are tensions and inequalities in the relationship between these groups, there are 
also synergies and agreement in the aspirations and perspectives of fieldworkers and the 
people in communities who participate in community development.
Participants contrasted their own orientation towards community development with that of 
non-participants, who they believed "do not understand" (g6; wl3). Non-participants were 
considered to have "traditional thinking" (g6; g20), and to have "short thoughts" (g7; gl5), 
focusing on their immediate needs rather than having a plan for future success. This 
characterisation underscores that an orientation toward the future was a defining aspect of 
the development-centred identity of participating people. In contrast, non-participating 
people were regarded as lacking a future orientation. Those people "who do not understand" 
were thought to be "lazy" (g6) and not to work hard for future benefit -  unlike participants, 
who characterised themselves as having a plan for improvement, including knowing "when to 
plant, to sow, and to participate" (w5).
Participants thought that non-participating people actively resisted "new ideas", choosing "not 
to commit" to change (g6). They also recounted that non-participating people sometimes 
"changed their minds" about the benefits of "new ideas" after initially refusing to participate, 
once they understood participation's benefits (w26; gl3; g2). These accounts reflect a sense of 
exclusivity among participants, and of social distance from those who fail to understand the 
value of the ideas delivered by NGOs. The following comment reflects this attitude:
I don't know too much about people who don't participate. I only know that we
understand. (g26)
Some people recounted having come to appreciate the value of "new thinking" over time. This 
was evident in accounts of growing familiarity with the values and ideas delivered by NGOs. 
From initial uncertainty, wariness and worry felt when NGO workers first arrived in their 
villages, these people recounted now being sure of the value of NGO ideas and practices. The 
following account of forming NGO-supported CBOs illustrates this confidence:
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At first, we were hesitant. A lot of people didn't want to, but then the staff came 
again and again and again and so we started. And since then we've seen a lot of 
prosperity so no one refuses to join any more. NGOs are welcome. (g7)
As this account indicates, in communities where there had been many years of community 
interventions, the benefits that NGOs can deliver were well understood.
Similarly in some villages people hoped for and even anticipated improvements when NGOs 
arrived. This is evident in the account of a member of a mothers' group in Prey Veng:
We saw them drive past in their cars [for years] but we never saw their faces -  we 
wanted to know them and we were glad when they came here to work with us.
(g6)
Such enthusiastic accounts of welcoming NGOs and adopting "new" knowledge indicate the 
powerful appeal of an ideal of development promulgated by development agencies in post- 
UNTAC Cambodia. Indeed some of these accounts have an almost evangelical tone, akin to a 
conversion to development knowledge, as in the following account:
[Before the NGO came] ... we didn't really know, we were poor... we didn't have 
knowledge. (gl2)
There are a number of reasons for peoples' apparent enthusiasm for NGO knowledge. As 
already made clear in this chapter, foremost among these is that people are motivated to try 
all courses of action that might help them to "avoid poverty" (wl6) and obtain "development 
in the family" (w25). While some people were already confident in the usefulness of NGO- 
supported ways of approaching development, others were surprised by the significant positive 
changes in their situation that occurred as a result of participation. This may contribute to a 
new confidence or belief in community development knowledge. The experience of life 
improving as a result of NGO-delivered knowledge may also have informed peoples' 
perceptions that their former poverty was produced and characterised by a "lack of 
knowledge". However as the following discussion will elucidate, villagers' apparently 
enthusiastic 'conversion' to NGO knowledge takes place within the context of a contested 
NGO-community relationship.
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Opportunities for empowerment in hierarchical contexts
As O'Leary (2007a:14, 2007b:5-7) has observed, and as this chapter has described, the didactic 
relationship between Cambodian communities and NGO staff generally involves educated, 
frequently urban, community workers delivering the knowledge that rural and uneducated 
villagers are presumed to require in order to develop. This knowledge is delivered in an 
instructive, top-down manner, with little engagement of rural people's own perspectives and 
priorities. In general, rural people are presumed to command no knowledge or limited 
knowledge relevant to their own development. If rural people fail to apply the new knowledge 
delivered by NGO workers as directed, fieldworkers sometimes perceive this as evidence of 
participants' inability to recognise the value of this knowledge, rather than a legitimate choice 
based on their assessment of its benefits (O'Leary 2007b:9-12). This learning relationship has 
been critiqued as replicating the top-down and hierarchical organisation of Cambodian society, 
as dismissive of the perspectives and priorities of the poor, and as a barrier to empowering 
community development (Knowles 2009:63; O'Leary and Meas 2001).
Yet in the accounts of change detailed above, the knowledge and information transmitted by 
NGOs was positioned by people who participated in community interventions as highly 
relevant to the task of improving life. What is more, their accounts appear to share the view 
that not only did they lack certain valuable knowledge prior to participation in community 
development, but also that NGOs delivered this information, revealing to them a new 
awareness of possibilities for change. As the accounts above have detailed, this new 
awareness was sometimes wrought almost in terms of a conversion to a new, development- 
oriented way of understanding the self and relating to others in everyday life. This suggests 
not only that a lack of certain kinds of knowledge was indeed a significant aspect of the 
experience of poverty in this context, but that the knowledge delivered by hierarchical and 
top-down interventions can -  despite the power relations and negative assumptions about 
rural people that are written into its manner of delivery -  nonetheless have positive 
consequences and be set to useful purposes by the people who take part in interventions.
Thus while rural people's enthusiastic adoption of (some) NGO knowledge appears to conform 
with urban-rural power relations in which rural knowledge is understood as lacking and 
inferior, their use of this knowledge nonetheless assists them in their task of improving life.
As demonstrated in Chapter Two, the messages about community and development that
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inform and inhere in international development interventions are frequently contradictory. In 
program design and implementation, villages are variously conceptualised by donor agencies 
as a source of poverty, a site of illegality, violence, crime, risky mobility and inequality that 
should be addressed. By extension, villagers are variously understood as problems to be solved 
or managed, victims to be rescued, or risks to be minimised. However, community members 
also figure in development agencies' narratives as resilient agents able to act for their own 
development, realise their capabilities or capacity, and solve their own problems. This dual 
construction reflects inconsistencies in how villages and villagers are understood by 
intervening agencies. Similarly, while interventions implicitly reflect the assumption that the 
knowledge of poor people is insufficient or faulty, they may paradoxically also seek to engage 
and to celebrate the supposed 'special' qualities of local and indigenous knowledges. This 
suggests that there are significant inconsistencies and mixed messages in how intervening 
agencies regard the knowledge of the communities where they conduct interventions.
A number of inconsistencies can be identified in the ways in which NGO fieldworkers regarded 
local knowledge in the research sites. Dismissive or distrusting attitudes toward rural 
knowledge were evident in the field research on occasion. For example in Prey Veng field staff 
insisted that interviewees recite the rights of children (g6; g4) and reminded women that NGO 
assistance was intended to ensure "your children can go to school" (g5). However, certain 
forms of local knowledge were specifically sought out, for example people's knowledge of 
traditional resource management practices was regarded as an essential resource for program 
planning and was gathered in community forums and presented in funding applications, in 
particular in the northeast (WWF 2010a, 2010b). Despite such inconsistencies, fieldworkers 
were empathetic and understanding of the situation and aspirations of people in communities 
where they worked, and were deeply committed to helping people improve their situation. 
This reflects O'Leary's (2007b:9-ll) observation that fieldworkers are often strongly motivated 
to assist rural people, including by sharing information deemed necessary to improve their 
situation. The various ways in which village knowledge and perspectives were positioned by 
NGO staff suggests that local people are regarded at one and the same time as lacking and 
commanding different sorts of development-relevant knowledge.
While the didactic relationship between two NGOs and the communities where they work was 
generally characterised by the top-down delivery of information, certain practices of 
development also tended to have a flattening effect on these hierarchies. This suggests a
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complex picture in which there is some openness to and effort to engage local perspectives 
and priorities. The primary means of delivering knowledge were indeed top-down. For 
example these methods included workshops and group training sessions where knowledge 
was delivered by fieldworkers; the provision of information and training at monthly self-help 
group meetings; mentoring and monitoring during visits to people's homes; selection and 
training of 'expert farmers'; and insistence that families receiving food aid first receive training 
in mushroom raising. However, there were also efforts to equalise hierarchies and value 
marginalised perspectives and knowledge. For example, CLA employed a number of young 
people as community volunteers, encouraging them to take on leadership roles, in 
contravention of Khmer norms that stress that young people should be obedient and show 
respect for older people's authority (Gourley 2009). The fieldworkers who worked for CRDT 
lived with the communities where they worked and were encouraged to exchange ideas, 
knowledge and skills with rural people, learning as well as teaching. While the power 
imbalance between community workers and community members is intractable given the top- 
down organisation of development assistance in rural Cambodia, and people's reliance on the 
resources that NGOs can deliver, these examples suggest that within this relationship of 
hierarchy and dependence there is also a degree of openness to, and some opportunities for, 
local perspectives and priorities to emerge. Moreover, as this chapter has illustrated, even the 
top-down delivery of information is regarded as beneficial by those who receive it. This 
situation suggests that even interventions with instrumental and top-down characteristics may 
nonetheless also embody impulses toward equity and indeed empowerment, and can create 
unexpected opportunities for transformation.
The following section considers the complexities of peoples' engagement with several areas of 
knowledge that NGOs shared. This discussion will demonstrate that while people's accounts 
suggest a strong desire for development and "new" knowledge, what it means to become 
developed is under negotiation. Development and development knowledge are both 
contested and being tested out by the people who are the targets of community intervention.
“Now we believe": the example of HIV
In addition to valuing information that appears to offer immediate pragmatic benefits, the 
accounts of people who took part in the research also suggest a willingness to consider NGOs' 
didactic positions on questions of proper conduct, the self, health, gender and the appropriate
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organisation of community life. The example of HIV and AIDS illustrates the way in which 
knowledge transmitted by NGOs can make it possible for people to reframe experiences of 
health, illness and the body. Below, a Prey Veng Village Chief describes how perceptions of HIV 
and AIDS changed in his village as a result of NGO education campaigns:
Before we didn't believe in AIDS. Now we believe. We understand and know all 
about HIV. We know how you can contract it. You can sit and eat with them 
[people living with AIDS] just like anyone else. Like normal. (g5)
The rate of HIV transmission in Prey Veng villages has dropped since the 1990s, as it has across 
the country, in part reflecting the success of education campaigns about its causes and 
prevention conducted by a variety of NGOs, UN and government agencies (Ministry of 
Planning 2010; UN Cambodia 2013; Help Age International 2004:6).4 Nonetheless 
embarrassment and shame continue to cloud discussion of the illness, negotiating safer sex 
remains challenging in particular for women, the quality of health services is extremely 
variable, and people living with HIV and members of their households experience 
discrimination and often poverty (Weiss and Gupta 1998). Peer-based health education 
provided by CLA through mothers' and fathers' groups is intended to make it possible for 
people to learn about, discuss and respond to these challenges. During fieldwork, members of 
mothers' and fathers' groups described their relief and surprise when they came to 
understand how this frightening disease was caused, and what can be done to prevent its 
transmission:
At first it was very difficult to talk about this, but now even the men understand 
very well. Before they didn't understand, but now they do ... They thought it 
wasn't true [then] they saw some people die. They changed. (gl2)
Before, we had a lot of HIV here. We didn't understand -  we were scared. Now 
we know and understand. In the past we wouldn't let our children play with them 
or buy cakes from them, or sit and drink together. Now we're all closer. (g20)
I know about HIV. Before, I heard "AIDS, AIDS, AIDS", but I never knew how to 
protect myself. Now I know and understand. (w26)
The example of HIV and AIDs awareness suggests that the information that NGOs provide to
4 There were 30 reported cases of HIV transmission between 2006 and 2009 across Prey Veng province (NDCC 
2009:40).
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community organisations can make it possible for people to speak about experiences of health 
and illness that might otherwise remain sources of shame. Making such issues 'speakable' was 
a significant change that accompanied respondents' participation in community development. 
Villagers' awareness of HIV was the result of sustained campaigning by a range of government 
agencies and health promotion bodies active in rural Cambodia since the mid-1990s. However, 
participation in mothers' and fathers' groups required that people talk over what this health 
promotion message meant in their daily lives. Peoples' openness to discussing this information 
reflected their awareness of its immediate relevance to their own lives, but also in some cases 
a significant change in perception of this issue. As the accounts above have demonstrated, this 
was a change from "not believing" in the causes of and prevention strategies promoted by 
NGOs to "understanding" and "participating" in discussions about prevention.
Sifting agricultural knowledge: the selective rejection o f rice intensification
While often enthusiastic about NGO knowledge and intervention, people were selective in 
what they adopted from the body of knowledge that they were exposed to by NGO 
fieldworkers. They sifted through the "technical" information that NGOs provided and 
implemented what seemed most useful and relevant to them. For example, although both 
NGOs encouraged and trained villagers to implement SRI, a higher-yielding method of rice 
production compatible with organic farming, uptake remained minimal. People recounted that 
the promoted approach looks "beautiful" because it grows in long straight lines (w6), but that 
it is difficult and time-consuming to grow:
We don't want to use the new method ... it takes too long to split the seedlings.
(g22)
Two people in this village tried ... but if there's too much water you can't 
transplant [the rice] and it's a lot of work. I t ... grows well, but they haven't done 
it again. (w6)
We can't do it here. There's not enough water in my paddy land. We can grow 
enough to support ourselves [without it]. (wl5)
People who chose not to use this method positioned themselves in conversation as the 
"experts in rice growing", suggesting that they would be happy to answer any questions the 
NGO fieldworkers might have about "how to grow rice" (g22). Thus it appeared that some 
participating people were comfortable to contest the social relations that privilege the
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knowledge of fieldworkers over their own, asserting their own expert knowledge in preference 
to that of outsiders. This demonstrates that while NGO-community relationships are 
hierarchical and unequal, people may nonetheless take opportunities to exert their authority 
within these relationships, and to challenge the power of perceived "new" development 
knowledge.
With the exception of intensified rice production however, improved agricultural techniques 
were widely adopted in villages where CLA worked, including by families who did not 
participate in other aspects of the intervention. Many of these families had maintained their 
gardens, employing techniques learnt from fieldworkers, over periods of years. The 
widespread rejection of intensified rice production in the context of higher uptake of other 
organic farming techniques, confirms that participating people selected from the knowledge 
proffered by NGOs, implementing what they judged to have most practical relevance to their 
lives and discarding what seemed invalid or unworkable from their perspective.
“Traditional'' midwives: combining old authority and new knowledge
In addition to adopting selectively the knowledge that appeared most relevant, people 
incorporated NGO knowledge in innovative and unexpected ways with knowledge they 
presented as "traditional" and with the social roles and practices informed by this "old 
knowledge" (g6). There were both tensions and productive synergies in this process. This is 
apparent in the example of traditional midwives' participation in health education 
interventions. During research interviews in the southeastern field sites, it became apparent 
that a number of women leaders and members of NGO-supported community groups were 
also chmob boran, traditional midwives who provide advice and care to mothers of newborns 
as well as delivering babies according to custom (Nikles 2008:65; Ovesen and Trankell 
2010:186-187). Three women identified themselves in conversation as chmob boran (wl5; 
gl7; gl2), while another (w5) explained that her daughter "wants to become a traditional 
midwife". This statement of aspiration, along with the matter-of-fact way in which the three 
chmob boran introduced their role in conversation, including in group settings, suggests that 
for women in this research, chmob boran and their services remained highly relevant.
This is in contrast with the intent of public health interventions designed to reduce maternal 
and child mortality, which -  in Cambodia as globally -  increasingly advocate that women
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should seek medical assistance from medically trained and qualified midwives, rather than 
obtaining the services of traditional birth attendants such as the chmob boron (UNFPA 2013; 
Hoban 2002:12; Nikles 2008:66). This policy move reflects the donor and multilateral view that 
traditional midwives lack the necessary skills to ensure the safety of mothers and newborns, 
and a perception that decades of effort to up-skill traditional birth attendants have failed to 
deliver better health outcomes (Davis-Floyd 2003). As a result, the traditional role, status and 
livelihood of chmob boron -  and their efforts to deliver health and care -  have been 
undermined, with their role redefined by donors and development agencies as being to refer 
women to medical professionals (Floban 2002). Despite this policy move to discourage chmob 
boron in favour of their medically trained counterparts, less than a third of Cambodian births 
are attended by a professional midwife (Ovesen and Trankell 2010:169). Thus rural women 
and their families, as well as the chmob boron, make decisions about health and birth in a 
context characterised by shifting policy agendas and disjunctures between traditional and 
modern health practices.
The three chmob boron who took part in this research were active members of mothers' 
groups supported by CLA in Prey Veng, as well as in other NGO and Cambodian Government 
supported initiatives relating to women's and children's health. For example, one of these 
women described how she was responsible for measuring the height and weight of children, 
and reporting this information to village leaders, who would relay it to a development agency 
(gl7). These women also learnt and shared a range of "new ideas" about the causes and 
prevention of disease, HIV/AIDS transmission and prevention, child nutrition, child 
development and stunting, women's reproductive health, hygiene and sanitation, child rights, 
child labour and child trafficking in their roles as leaders of NGO-supported women's groups. In 
addition, they said they shared the public health message that women should attend local 
health facilities to seek antenatal care, for birth, and after their children were born. One 
woman who identified herself as a chmob boron described her role in this regard as follows:
I encourage the mothers to go to the hospital to give birth, because at home you 
might have problems ... I tell them to go to the centre, it's better, healthier for 
them. (gl7)
One leader of a mothers' group who was also a chhmob boron recounted the change in 
behaviour that she thought had resulted from this public health message in her village:
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Before, all women stayed at home [to have their babies], now most of the women 
go to the health centre for the birth, and in the first month [after birth]. A few 
women give birth very suddenly, and if that happens then the chhmob [boran] will 
help [them have their babies] at home. And some women are very poor, so they 
can't go to the health centre. (gl2)
Although she encouraged women to go to the health centre for pre-natal and post-natal 
appointments, and to travel to the district health centre for delivery, this chmob boran implied 
in this account that she would assist women who "give birth very suddenly", as well as women 
who are "very poor" and might therefore struggle to pay for the travel to the district centre, or 
to pay any requested fees once there.
While the public health message that the NGO disseminates actively discourages chmob boran 
from attending births, the above excerpt suggests that these women continued to do so. The 
chhmob boran whose account is discussed above performed this service in particular for 
women who were unable or unwilling to access the new medical services promoted by 
intervening agencies as safer and more appropriate. Considerable financial barriers prevent 
women from poorer families from accessing such services, and discrimination against poor 
households also prevents them from using state and/or donor supported health services 
(WHO and Ministry of Health 2012). Thus, poorest women are perhaps most likely to employ 
the services of chmob boran while other women may be more included to opt to deliver in the 
medical service system. While this indicates the continued operation of a 'traditional' 
community social safety net that can assist poorest women, it also suggests that the move 
away from supporting traditional birth attendants may have had the unintended consequence 
of producing a two-tiered system. Poorer women or others who seek assistance from chmob 
boran may be at greater risk of adverse health outcomes, because these women are not able 
to access training or support from intervening agencies to perform their role as midwives and 
carers. Nonetheless, the chmob boran in this research were involved in a range of health 
promotion work that might also lead to a greater awareness of appropriate health practices 
relevant to midwifery contexts (such as health and sanitation, and child development).
While marginalising the knowledge and customary role of chmob boran, NGOs actively sought 
the participation of these women in other aspects of their intervention, drawing on their 
established status as women who know about health, and their health-related relationships 
with households, other women and village leaders. The active participation of chmob boran in 
health education activities and community groups suggests that they saw value in the new
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knowledge that NGOs can provide. Certainly these women appeared proud of their new 
knowledge of child development and nutrition, and of the new tasks they undertook with 
advice from NGOs. It thus appears that chmob boran were interested in adding to their 
knowledge of health, and moreover that this 'new' knowledge may have added to their 
authority as women who command a range of information necessary to care for mothers and 
children.
Indeed, these women appeared to find ways to incorporate both perceived "new" and 
"traditional" knowledge and practices into their repertoire of ways of helping and healing 
people. As Hoban (2002:iv) has argued, these traditional midwives may either "negotiate or 
bypass Western model health services" in order to perform their role. As an aspect of this 
negotiation, chmob boran in the interventions I researched selectively applied knowledges 
they positioned as "traditional" and "new", and in ways that in their judgment seemed most 
appropriate to specific situations and to particular women's needs. Despite the contradictory 
ways in which the social status, role and knowledge of these women were positioned by 
intervening agencies, they sought out opportunities to benefit from and to use the knowledge 
that community intervention provided, including in order to assist others in their communities. 
In this example, these women turned a potentially marginalising development intervention 
into an opportunity to strategically employ intervention's knowledge, resources and 
opportunities to their own benefit, and to assist others in their community to the best of their 
ability. This example further demonstrates that interventions can be challenged by 
participating people and subtly turned to unexpected ends.
Child rights: "it's not like the old way o f thinking"
Of the two NGOs considered in this research, CLA prioritises a particular role for children and 
child rights in development. Educating participating people about children's rights is a focus of 
this work (CLA 2013). This reflects the assumption that rural families need educating about 
what constitutes a right and ethical approach to children, and that rural understandings of 
children's roles conflict with a rights-based approach to development (Gourley 2009). However 
people's own accounts during fieldwork suggested that they found this area of NGO-delivered 
information to be interesting, surprising and convincing -  not necessarily in conflict with "old" 
ideas, and often an improvement on "old" ways of thinking and being.
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In Prey Veng, fieldworkers' efforts to educate communities about the rights of children 
focused on the benefits of school attendance. Fieldworkers quizzed parents about the rights of 
children, reminding them that the NGO assisted them in order to ensure their children were 
able to "succeed", especially at school (g5). Indeed, as this chapter has discussed, the bargain 
of assistance that CLA strikes with families is to provide assistance in return for children's 
school attendance and other requirements of participation. However, there appeared to be 
strong support for children's education, including girls' education, among participating 
families. Some people expressed a strong desire to educate their children and grandchildren, 
because they themselves had been denied formal education as a result of conflict, their 
gender, or both. The following account illustrates this attitude of support for children's 
education, and the perceived compatibility of education with "new ideas":
[Children's] work should be with their brains, not their bodies. We don't have old- 
fashioned ideas about this ... Girls and boys have the same right to go to school 
together. This isn't like the old way of thinking. The NGO told us about child 
rights, and we agree with this idea. (g6)
In this sense, children's education was positioned in peoples' accounts as a valuable and much- 
desired benefit of peace and development. While some people did recount that they paid 
more attention to their children's school attendance and encouraged their children to 
"succeed" at school more than before the community intervention, the NGO's focus on 
children's education appeared to resonate with the aspirations of many families, who sought a 
"bright future" (gl9) for their children, and who "all agree [that] the children should go to 
school" (glO).
Some parents recounted a shift in their attitudes toward the physical punishment of children 
as a result of their participation in community development, and specifically the NGO's 
positions on child rights:
It's better than before, now. When ... children went somewhere they shouldn't, 
we [used to] hit them. Even little ones, I hit them. Now we have child rights, and 
gender. (gl2)
The mood in our families has changed. Before, we didn't know about human 
rights or children's rights. (g8)
The NGO staff have a good idea -  children's feelings aren't like adults' feelings. It's 
better that we encourage them, not shout at the children ... We tell people, "you
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hit [your children] too hard". We explain [to them] that if something serious 
happens to your children, like a broken leg or arm, they'll be disabled and they 
won't be able to write or go to school, and you'll have a bad future. You'll have to 
look after your children for the rest of your life. They won't be able to plant rice or 
raise animals. (gl9)
Perceptions of what children's rights are, their value, and how to achieve them, are context 
specific and are culturally and socially shaped (Gourley 2009). In the Khmer context, 
understandings of rights are shaped by a hierarchical and patron-client social organisation in 
which some people are understood to have more rights than others. Thus a person with 
greater power is a person with more rights: adults have more rights than children, men more 
rights than women, politicians more rights than voters (and so on) (Ledgerwood and Vighen 
2002). However people's own narratives suggest they were open to the perceived "new" ideas 
about rights that NGOs promulgate. Indeed, as this section has detailed, many people in the 
primary field sites expressed a strong affiliation for the NGO's aims in this area -  perhaps a 
stronger affiliation than NGO fieldworkers' insistence on the need for community education 
about child rights necessarily credited.
This example is suggestive of the misunderstandings of community priorities, knowledge and 
needs that critics maintain can characterise community interventions (as Chapter Two 
detailed). Despite such misapprehensions, the accounts discussed above suggest that 
participating people nonetheless found value in engaging with NGO knowledge and ideas 
about children and their rights. In addition to affirming their existing views about the value of 
education, people were willing to consider new ideas, for example about how to discipline 
children. In these senses the didactic instruction of NGOs, regardless of their sometimes 
inaccurate assumptions about community perspectives, was put to work by participants to 
purse an improvement in the situation of their families, including their children.
Family violence: the men have "half changed"
Community negotiations of NGO-delivered messages about domestic violence illustrate that 
"new ideas" can be both adopted and contested by participating people. Experiences of 
domestic and family violence were common in women's accounts of poverty, and a number of 
women and men identified a reduction in the incidence and severity of family violence as a 
significant outcome of community intervention. Non-government organisations' perspectives 
about domestic violence and gender equality appeared to resonate strongly with participating
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people and in particular women. The following accounts illustrate the change that some 
women had experienced, and attributed in large part to NGO intervention:
Before there was violence in my house ... now there's no more violence. If we 
have disagreements we try to convince each other. He made problems -  he hit 
me, he drank a lot and made problems. Sometimes he drank and made problems 
and I couldn't keep calm and I talked back and then we fought. Then we 
participated [in the NGO scheme], and I learnt to try to stay calm and maybe talk 
to him tomorrow ... I try to stay calm when he's drunk. Now, he doesn't drink like 
before, just now and then or when there's a ceremony. (w30)
Illustrative of several women's accounts (three individuals, and members of eleven CBOs), this 
woman credited the NGO intervention with prompting a reduction in her husband's use of 
violence toward her. A common theme that recurred in these accounts was that men's 
drinking and violence had eased as household livelihoods improved. Though not the case for 
all women, a number said they had also benefited from the NGO's advice about strategies to 
reduce their husbands' violence, such as those outlined here:
Couples should understand each other, and wives should wait until after the 
husband has calmed down [to talk about problems]. (gl2)
Another recurring theme in people's accounts was that education about the risks and costs of 
domestic violence had contributed to a reduction in men's violence. Men had "learnt about 
violence" (gl2) and come to "understand" its costs (gl3). Fieldworkers had explained the 
outcomes of violence: families might destroy or lose important possessions if they throw 
things at each other; or they might make holes in the walls of their houses, and have to pay to 
repair them. Someone will need to pay for a doctor if husbands seriously injure their wives. 
The police could be called and men will need to find money for a bribe; or they might have to 
go to court, where they could have to pay a fine. If they are poor, how will they pay? What if 
the violence becomes so bad that their wives leave them? Their children will be ashamed and 
will do poorly at school (gl2; gl3; gl6). The following account suggests the power that 
participating people attributed to the information CLA had provided about family violence:
Now we help each other because the NGO came and taught us. We help each 
other. People lose everything if they make violence. People don't think that 
husbands have the right to do this. No one thinks it's his right to do this ... if a man 
comes home and there's no food, it's not OK for him to get angry. (gl2)
Although it is extremely rare that police will be asked to intervene in a case of family violence,
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the apparent power of the Law on the Prevention of Domestic Violence and the Protection of 
Victims (2005) -  which CLA explained to communities -  also appeared as a deterrent to 
violence in men's accounts in particular. The following excerpt illustrates this theme:
I'm violent, but I only say bad things to my wife. Sometimes I want to fight with 
my wife but [if I do] I will have to face the law and I'll waste a lot of money.
Otherwise I would beat her. (g5)
In addition to the apparent power of NGO-delivered knowledge about the costs of violence 
and the legal framework that prohibits it, participation in new community organisations may 
have led to an increased confidence to intervene in incidents of violence. As the last account 
indicates, members of mothers' and fathers' groups said they were prepared to confront men 
who are violent. Members of these groups go to houses if there is violence, and separate the 
couple. The accounts below demonstrate the change in attitudes that members of these 
groups believe has accompanied the community intervention:
Before the [mothers'] group, no one cared. People just thought, "he's your 
husband and right now you're fighting but you'll sort it out later, so I don't care".
But now we help each other. (gl2)
Now there's less violence in the family. If they're behaving badly, we go and tell 
them what's right. When violence happens, we go to their house and we tell the 
husband about the law. (gl3)
Before, no one helped anyone. You could only help your own family. We thought, 
"well, at least it's not your family". Now we've changed. We know about the law. 
Some people still think it's only family business, but if someone is being violent 
we'll advise them. If they follow my advice I feel good, but if they don't listen, I 
don't feel good at all. (gl6)
[When I go to a house] I explain to everyone they should calm down. I say, "don't 
shout at me, that's violence! Calm down and talk" ... Nine times out of ten this 
[approach] is successful. There was only once they didn't listen to me ... I go right 
away when there's a problem. We're not afraid. The fathers' group knows all 
about the law and so do the people. It's not like before ... Other villages that have 
violence should try this. The police don't know anything, they don't know. The 
fathers know. (gl3)
Such accounts suggest that members of these groups felt both empowered and justified to 
enforce norms about what kinds of behaviour are appropriate. The new information that 
NGOs have provided appears to have encouraged members of these groups to intervene to 
reduce the incidence and severity of domestic violence. In this sense, NGO-delivered
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information has the power to animate new networks that observe, monitor and police 
perceived appropriate behaviour. Members of these groups play a role in producing and 
enforcing ideas about what behaviour is acceptable between family members, and particularly 
toward women and girls, when it is necessary for other people to intervene in family violence, 
and what should happen to men who use violence and women who experience it. In some 
accounts, the interventions of mothers' and fathers' groups were presented as a community- 
led restoration of right behaviour, morality and law. For example, in the last account above, 
the work of the fathers' group was presented as being in keeping with the spirit of the law as 
well as being ethical. Indeed the fathers' group is presented as enforcing the law whereas by 
contrast the "police don't know anything" (gl3). This community-led observance of law and 
right behaviour is presented as being in contrast with the past, when people did not know "all 
about the law" (gl3) and when law was not enforced. This restoration of order is an aspect of 
the change perceived by participants to have been made possible by intervention.
Because this change is accompanied by greater awareness of and perceived control over 
strategies to improve life, it can be considered empowering. As detailed above women 
described having new knowledge of tactics to employ to alleviate violence -  such as not 
arguing while their husbands were drunk. Regardless of the doubtful efficacy of such strategies 
in actually preventing domestic violence, they nonetheless appeared to contribute to some 
women's perception of greater control over their situation. As Chapters Two and Four have 
detailed, this perception of control and of choice is one component of empowerment (Kabeer 
1999, 2011). In addition, the discussion above has illustrated that by framing domestic 
violence as a behaviour that deserves sanction on ethical, legal and also practical grounds 
(because it pushes families deeper into poverty), NGO-led intervention has succeeded in 
supporting CBO members to be confident and capable to intervene in family violence 
situations. These perceptions and narratives about violence, as well as community structures 
to ameliorate it, can be considered to contribute to conditions for empowerment.
It is not the purpose of this discussion to explore in detail the dynamics of poverty reduction, 
participation and domestic violence, and it must be stressed that not all women reported a 
reduction in the rate or severity of domestic violence. Indeed, members of one mothers' group 
agreed that attitudes toward family violence had "half changed" (gl6), suggestive of the 
persistence of women's experience of gendered violence in rural Cambodia (Ministry of 
Women's Affairs 2009, 2012). Nonetheless, consideration of the ways that people engaged
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and used NGO knowledge about family violence suggests that intervening agencies and many 
community members shared an agenda and desire for change in regard to this issue. This 
demonstrates that common cause may be found, with useful outcomes, even in problematic 
development-framed relationships. In addition, the discussion above has demonstrated that 
NGO-led community intervention contributed to a reduction in some women's experience of 
violence. In an addition to the perceptual changes detailed above, this must be considered an 
empowering impact.
Community safety: protection from thieves, gangsters and cheats
Both men and women participants in this research were afraid of violent attack by thieves, in 
their homes and while travelling. There was also widespread suspicion of cheats who visited 
villages purporting to sell goods, of travelling doctors, and of stieu (sometimes translated as 
"gangsters", young men who drink, fight and cause trouble in villages). Community groups -  
mothers', fathers' and child protection groups -  were established in Prey Veng villages with 
the intention of creating networks to protect the most vulnerable members of communities, 
including children. However, in relation to community safety, the specific issues of concern for 
NGOs and for community members were quite distinct. As the supporting NGO, CLA sought to 
prevent illegal migration, child trafficking and child labour. However, CBO members were 
primarily concerned about the risks posed to their communities by cheating salesmen, thieves, 
gangsters and fake doctors. This suggests a significant disjuncture between NGO and 
community perceptions of what the primary threats to community safety were. The following 
accounts illustrate the dangers that strangers and unruly young men were thought to pose, 
and the action that members of community organisations took to address them:
Some people came to sell clothes -  silk sampots -  and they said "buy one, it's a 
good price, not expensive, and then call this number and we'll sew the clothes for 
you for free". We called the number, but there was no reply ... I met them and 
they were very polite and I said "I know, I know you came to cheat us", but there 
was nothing we could do. Some people lost their money because of this. (gl3)
Teenagers have celebrations, they sing and dance and then they get into fights, 
with knives. I advised them, I stood in the middle like a referee. [I said] "You 
should think about this. [If you fight with knives] you could die -  you won't [just] 
go to jail!" ... They were afraid ... there are members of the fathers' group 
everywhere, across the whole village. We help each other day and night. (gl3)
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Strangers never come to tell us about jobs, but a lot of cheats come -  one came to 
buy our hair, and then stole our earrings. They come to sell medicine and fake 
shampoo. It looks good, but actually it's not. We tell each other when things like 
this happen. (g20)
A mobile doctor came to cheat us. He said the provincial authorities sent him, but 
[when] I asked for his permission letter, he didn't have one. He escaped, 
unfortunately. But if he comes back I will try to catch him! (gl3)
These accounts suggest that people felt that CBOs were able to take some effective action to 
protect people from strangers, cheats and violent attacks. For example, as detailed above, 
members of mothers and fathers groups might confront these strangers, or share information 
that would alert others to tricks and scams. Non-government organisations encouraged these 
community groups to confront strangers who might traffick children or broker illegal cross- 
border migration5, but these accounts suggest that such strategies were readily transferrable 
to dangers that were perceived to be more common and more immediate: dishonest travelling 
salespeople, violent disagreements between young men, unauthorised doctors. These 
accounts also suggest that NGOs and communities may have quite different perceptions about 
threats and risks to livelihoods, and the kinds of action that groups should take to respond to 
these. In this example members of community groups turned NGO intervention to their own 
purposes, adopting the organisational structures and strategies of community development to 
ends that seemed to them more relevant to their own priorities. This illustrates the 
unexpected ways in which community empowerment may be achieved in and through NGO- 
led interventions. In particular, in this example (similar to the case of the traditional midwives 
detailed above) community members employed the opportunities created by intervention to 
pursue their own priorities for change. In this example, these priorities were compatible with, 
but distinct from, those of the NGO that instigated intervention.
Conclusion
This chapter has discussed the process of poverty reduction and change, as presented in the
5 On occasion, this may indeed have occurred, as one woman's account of being approached by visitors to the 
village to become a migration broker suggests: she was offered "two bags of rice, each 100 kilos, and a mobile 
phone, plus $100 for every girl that goes to Malaysia". (She declined to take on the role, claiming that "in our village 
we know not to go with strangers, we go and find jobs in Phnom Penh ourselves -  in factories"). (gl6)
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accounts of people who took part in the two NGO-led community interventions. It has 
demonstrated that this process involves a change in both material and non-material aspects of 
wellbeing, and involves a renegotiation of knowledge, aspiration and past experiences of 
conflict. It then demonstrated the importance of what were perceived by participants to be 
the "new" ideas and opportunities, delivered by NGOs, to this process. In particular, people 
identified NGO knowledge as contributing significantly to the transition from deeper to less 
deep poverty, and as an important resource that NGOs deliver in return for people's time and 
labour.
Control of this "new" knowledge produced a shift in self-perception and an awareness of 
strategies and options to improve life into the future. However, in considering several 
examples of NGO-provided knowledge in and of development, this chapter has also described 
the nuanced and varied ways in which people engaged with different aspects of this 
knowledge. They selectively resisted, discarded, adopted and adapted aspects of this 
knowledge. In the case of agricultural knowledge, the chapter showed that people, as might be 
expected, adopted the information perceived to be most relevant and useful, discarding what 
seemed unworkable. While people expressed a strong desire for practical information that 
could deliver tangible improvements in their circumstances, they also explored the value of a 
range of "new" ideas, for example about human rights, children's rights, and community 
safety. This is illustrative of the diverse ways in which people engaged NGO-delivered 
knowledge to pursue aspirations for change and improvement. It also demonstrates that there 
are both divergence between and synergy in NGO and community aspirations, and that within 
this negotiable relationship, unexpected opportunities for empowerment can be created and 
contested.
The chapter also demonstrated that people incorporate perceived "traditional" and "new" 
knowledge in their repertoires for negotiating life and livelihood. The example of traditional 
midwives' membership of CBOs demonstrated that these women managed to preserve their 
traditional role and obtain "new" NGO knowledge of development, even in the context of a 
development intervention that sought to limit their customary role. However, there is not 
always a conflict between "old" and "new". Often, people perceived the "new" to be desirable 
and useful, as in the case of the prioritisation of child rights and education. Knowledge 
delivered by NGOs was also employed in efforts to restore community order, as the examples 
of domestic violence prevention and community safety initiatives demonstrated. However the
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case of community safety also illustrated the scope for divergent understandings of the 
purpose and value of new knowledge and action.
Intervening agencies position local knowledges in contrary ways, sometimes systematically 
dismissing, sometimes seeking to incorporate, sometimes aligning with, and sometimes 
misapprehending them. This chapter has illustrated this contrariness in practice, as well as the 
resilience of local knowledge and those who bear it. In this sense, although community 
development interventions reflect top-down and hierarchical organisational structures and 
dismissive attitudes to people's knowledge, they can also contain an impetus towards 
empowerment and can create unexpected spaces for people to know and act in new ways that 
help to improve life. This suggests a more nuanced situation than people's identification of 
“ new" knowledge as central to their transition from poverty might initially suggest. However, 
because it is central to the process of poverty reduction described by research respondents, 
and because it is crucial in creating a greater awareness of options and strategies for change 
(Kabeer 1999, 2011), as well as hope and confidence that change can be realised, people's 
negotiation of NGO knowledge can be conceptualised as creating opportunities for 
empowerment, even though the process of change may not unfold in the way that intervening 
agencies anticipate.
Further, this chapter has illustrated how community development contexts create 
opportunities for people who participate in these interventions to negotiate a range of 
challenges and opportunities produced in the post-conflict period. For example the chapter 
described how participation in community development created particular opportunities for 
people to express narratives of justice and injustice and to articulate experiences of conflict. In 
addition, participation allowed a reconceptualisation of the future, and confidence that future 
improvements in life could be achieved. These aspects of participation, too, can be 
conceptualised as empowering, since they represent opportunities to articulate a sense of self, 
and to renegotiate relationships and access to resources, including into the future.
As Chapter Two detailed, people's attitude to NGO knowledge is often conceptualised as one 
of resistance. However in the accounts generated in fieldwork, people's engagement with NGO 
knowledge demonstrated resistance to, accommodation with and adoption of perceived “new 
ideas", but also a genuine enthusiasm for the contribution that NGO knowledge was 
understood to make to the task of improving life. The complex ways that these knowledges
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worked on, and were put to work by people, were evident in specific examples of areas of 
knowledge that people encountered and that were discussed in this chapter. Despite the 
inequalities and inconsistency that characterised the relationship between NGOs and 
community, this relationship made possible people's negotiation of the concept and practices 
of development. While vulnerability and inequality remain, this relationship can be 
conceptualised as contributing to empowerment for participating people, because it produced 
a new awareness of options for improving life, increased ability to realise these options, and 
encouraged a sense of the self as capable, hopeful and able to realise these aspirations. 
Command of NGO-delivered development knowledge was central to the holistic and relational 
process of poverty reduction and improvement that people recounted as arising in large part 
from their participation in community intervention. In this sense, empowering outcomes can 
be achieved despite the inconsistencies and shortcomings of interventions.
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CHAPTER SIX: TRUST, LEADERSHIP AND LOCAL GOVERNANCE: 
EXPLORING THE IMPACT OF COMMUNITY- 
BASED ORGANISATIONS
Introduction
Chapter Five analysed some of the ways in which knowledge, aspiration and experiences of 
conflict are negotiated within Cambodian community development contexts. It illustrated that 
in the field sites community development intervention created intended, and unintended, 
opportunities for people to negotiate past experiences of conflict and impoverishment, to 
exercise political voice, to minimise and manage their ongoing vulnerability to poverty and to 
articulate and work toward aspirations for future improvement. Research respondents 
narrated community development as a process of coming to know about the self and 
development in novel ways that were useful to the task of improving life. These new ways of 
knowing produced greater confidence and hope that future life improvement was possible.
The chapter also demonstrated that although development knowledge was transmitted in top- 
down ways by intervening agencies, participants brought their existing knowledge, aspirations, 
experiences and priorities to bear on the process of change. It described the varied ways in 
which people incorporated the perceived new ideas delivered by NGOs into daily life, ranging 
from enthusiastic adoption through subtle subversion to outright rejection. This demonstrated 
that there are both synergies and divergences in how NGOs and participants understood the 
purposes of community development. As Chapter Two detailed, critical perspectives see 
community development as tending to either over-simplistically regard empowerment as an
170
unambiguous outcome of participation (Cornwall 2007b:150), or as subjecting people to a 
hegemonic development agenda (Cooke and Kothari 2001; Escobar 1995). Yet, as the previous 
chapter demonstrated, in the study sites there was an ongoing negotiation between NGO and 
community perspectives, priorities and agendas, which fell in and out of alignment. Within a 
context of top-down intervention, empowerment remained an outcome that people pursued 
and contested, through this negotiation.
Where Chapter Five considered the experience of poverty reduction and empowerment in the 
context of the NGO-community relationship, this chapter focuses on the local institutional 
settings of community development, exploring the intra-community negotiations of power 
that occur within that context. It does this by examining more closely the social dynamics of 
participation in CBOs. It considers the process of CBO formation, focusing on the dynamics of 
inclusion in, and exclusion from, these new community institutions. It addresses the roles of 
CBO leaders, as well as the relationship between CBOs and local governance structures and 
power holders, in particular Village Chiefs and VDCs. The aim is to explore the ways in which 
NGO-supported CBOs relate to existing village networks of trust and reciprocity, and to local 
development governance arrangements. Specifically the chapter considers a key debate 
detailed in Chapter Two, namely whether participation in CBOs strengthens existing social 
divisions, hierarchies, and patterns of exclusion (Checkoway 2011:ii5), or whether it produces 
opportunities for enhanced social trust, social inclusion, poverty reduction and citizenship 
claims (Woolcock and Narayan 2000). Community-based organisations considered in the 
chapter include mothers' groups, fathers' groups, child protection groups, savings and loan 
microfinance groups and sustainable livelihood groups.
There is a common claim in the development literature that trust and solidarity in Cambodia 
are limited (Hughes and Öjendal 2006; Öjendal and Kim 2006; Ovesen et al 1996; Vickery 1996; 
Zucker 2006). While some evidence for this assertion is presented in this chapter, its findings 
support Zucker's (2006) call for caution in making such a generalisation. In daily life in the field 
sites, the resources and opportunities of community development were incorporated and 
distributed along existing networks of trust. Therefore, this chapter argues that the success of 
community intervention relies on the pre-existing quality of trust within communities, whether 
this trust is well established or nascent. As has been frequently observed (Cornwall 2007b; 
Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996; Guijt and Shah 1998), group-based interventions risk strengthening 
existing inequalities within communities, since they strengthen existing networks not only of
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inclusion but also of exclusion. Thus rather than building social capital, CBOs may compound 
the exclusion experienced by poorest people and other marginalised groups. While alert to this 
possibility, this chapter finds that CBOs not only strengthened existing reciprocities in the field 
sites, but in some instances also incorporated previously marginalised people into networks of 
trust and reciprocity.
As the chapter shows, the role and orientation of CBO leaders crucially influences the extent to 
which these new community structures include and benefit people previously excluded from 
community networks. Since respondents contended that "strong leaders" were essential to 
CBOs' success, the chapter considers the perceived characteristics of good leaders and good 
leadership in some detail. The findings draw attention to the role that development-related 
knowledge plays in lending authority to CBO leaders. This builds on Chapter Five's discussion 
of knowledge, by exploring the nexus between development knowledge and grassroots 
leadership for development.
Having considered how CBOs and their leaders engage with networks of trust and reciprocity, 
the chapter then assesses the formal institutional and governance settings within which these 
new organisations operate. It describes how NGO-supported community organisations 
engaged with the local state, considering the relationship between CBOs and formal village 
leaders, specifically Village Chiefs and VDCs. The aim is to explore how formal leadership and 
governance roles shape, or are changed by, interactions with new, NGO-supported structures 
for community participation and leadership. Do CBOs impel the state to respond more 
effectively to local perspectives and priorities, as proponents argue, or are CBOs an avenue for 
the state to extend its power over citizens (Öjendal and Kim 2006; Blunt and Turner 2005)? In 
relation to this debate, the chapter finds that a) the authority of Village Chiefs is extended by 
their engagement with CBOs, and that b) within a context defined by the top-down exercise of 
state power, participation in CBOs creates opportunities for members to access information 
and limited livelihood-relevant assistance from the local state. This engagement produces 
possibilities both for positive social change, and for the replication of existing structures of 
domination and marginalisation. In short, people's participation in CBOs creates unpredictable 
social change outcomes. These nevertheless involve opportunities for improvement and to 
contest empowerment.
The chapter concludes by drawing attention to some key contributions that successful CBOs,
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as new community institutions for development, make to poverty reduction and social change. 
Among these, CBOs can provide new opportunities for grassroots leaders to contribute to local 
development; they can strengthen and extend existing networks of reciprocity, trust and social 
protection; and they can be readily incorporated into diverse local projects in pursuit of 
improvement and change.
Trust, distrust and reciprocity in rural Cambodia
As previous chapters described, community development NGOs frequently require that people 
join and work together in CBOs. This reflects not only a pragmatic desire to deliver 
development interventions effectively and cost efficiently, but also a belief that participation 
in these organisations creates beneficial social outcomes (Cornwall 2008:271). In the 
Cambodian context, community development interventions are often positioned as increasing 
co-operation and trust between people (CLA 2013, 2009a; CRDT 2013a, 2013b). This is 
regarded as necessary to overcome the isolation that characterises poverty (CLA 2009a:5), and 
to redress a putative endemic low trust produced by conflict, the experience of Democratic 
Kampuchea and rapid social change since the 1990s (Vighen and Sarouen 1996;
Somasundaram et al 1999; Meas and Healy 2003). In addition, because they are intended to 
incorporate marginalised people, these new semi-formal community institutions are important 
to a broader interventionist project that intends to make communities more equitable and 
inclusive (Emerson 1997:18-20). Western bilateral donors and international NGOs seeking to 
strengthen local institutions for democratic governance additionally regard CBOs as 
expressions of grassroots democracy, and therefore central to Cambodia's transition to liberal 
capitalist democracy (Hasselskog 2009:192-193; Collins 1998:13).
The role of community organisations in producing a democratic Cambodian civil society has 
been articulated in varied iterations of decentralisation policy implemented since the early 
1990s. Under these policies, multilateral and Western donor funding for local government 
structures (in particular VDCs and CCs, and the local development planning processes for 
which they are responsible) have been accompanied by funding and support for CBOs 
intended to deliver poverty reduction, to identify and address local development issues and to 
share community priorities and perspectives with local leaders, particularly at the village and 
commune level (Hasselksog 2009:193; Blunt and Turner 2005:77). CBOs whose members views 
are represented in this chapter participated, for example, in the Kratie and Stung Treng 2010-
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2013 commune planning process, while CBOs in the Prey Veng field sites met quarterly with 
their Commune Council Committee for Women and Children. Interactions such as these are 
possible because the agendas of various development agencies have cohered around 
arguments in favour of creating and strengthening CBOs. These local organisations are thought 
to build strong community structures for development; protect against impoverishment; 
produce trust; inculcate democratic values; ensure popular participation in decentralised 
governance; and create grassroots, participatory and democratic institutions in a rural culture 
thought to be unfamiliar with such values and social action (Hasselskog 2009; Rüsten et al 
2004; Blunt and Turner 2005).
Community development intervention thus proceeds not only from the claims that local 
institutions and trust need to be built, but also that these can be built by intervening agencies. 
Intervening agencies identify that existing reciprocities and community institutions exclude the 
poorest and most marginalised people -  and presume that by contrast, the social institutions 
created by intervention will be more equitable both in terms of who can participate and how 
the benefits of participation will be distributed (Emerson 1997:18, 23). In the Cambodian 
context, NGO approaches to building community groups and institutions also reflect the 
specific argument that Khmer society is plagued by a loss, or lack, of trust, reciprocity, social 
capital and solidarity. This alleged loss or lack is variously held to have resulted from war and 
conflict, in particular the experience of Democratic Kampuchea (Knowles 2009:69-70), a 
hierarchical traditional culture (Ledgerwood and Vighen 2002; Vighen and Sarouen 1996; Pak 
et al 2007) or economic liberalisation and development (FitzGerald et al 2007; O'Leary 2007a).
Academic and popular accounts of the impact of Cambodian war and conflict, and in particular 
Democratic Kampuchea, cohere around a narrative of loss: of national, community and family 
prosperity; peace and safety; religious, political and social institutions; tradition; social order; 
and trust in neighbours, community leaders and family members (O'Leary and Meas 2001; 
Meas and Healy 2003; Barbour and Nao 2010:38-42). As Chapter Two described, some of the 
literature presents the purpose of community development as being to rehabilitate rural life 
after the trauma of this experience, returning it to a tradition-like situation of cohesion and 
peace. Meas (in Meas and Healy 2003:3) employs the following metaphor:
The village is like a basket that has been broken and the pieces scattered ... What 
has been broken can be rewoven slowly and gradually, but only by those who take 
the time to stay close to the village people and built trust with them ... Eventually
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the village people are the weavers themselves and they carry the basket forward 
further, further. The basket will be better than before, but first it must be 
something like the same.
This approach positions tradition as a source of post-conflict restoration, necessary to 
rebuilding trust between people (Meas and Healy 2003:23). However, as Vickery (1996) warns, 
there is a tendency in community development approaches to reify "the traditional 
Cambodian village" as a site of order and peace. This may reflect a broader nostalgia for and 
romanticisation of social life prior to conflict, and a loss of collective memory about the 
tensions and inequalities that characterised this period (Ayers 2000a:76; Vickery in Emerson 
1997:21). In response, an alternative perspective regards the role of community intervention 
as being to reform existing social hierarchies, creating new and empowering reciprocities 
rather than "rebuild[ing] the 'traditional' powerlessness of the rural majority" (Emerson 
1997:22). Instead of positioning tradition as restorative, such accounts contend that traditional 
social organisation must be transformed or overcome in order for development to occur 
(Ovesen et al 1996). A third approach, also detailed in Chapter Two, sees community 
development intervention balancing villagers' negotiations of tradition and modernity (see 
Gourley 2009). Despite the diverse ways that tradition is situated, these approaches share a 
desire to improve on the lack of trust, equality and reciprocity perceived to characterise rural 
Cambodian society.
While most analyses of trust in Cambodian contexts focus on the social organisation of rural 
communities, the relationship of trust (or distrust) between development professionals and 
communities is also significant in this context. This relationship is fundamentally shaped by 
Cambodia's history of conflict (O'Leary 2007a; Knowles 2009; Curtis 1998). Scholarly, popular 
and development narratives of Cambodian conflict tend to foreground the perspectives of the 
urban, educated middle class that was among those most persecuted by the Democratic 
Kampuchea regime (Vickery 1996; Emerson 1997:19). This persecution is presented as 
profoundly stymying recovery and development, not only because of the loss of human and 
social capital that it represents, but because it is also held to have contributed to an erosion of 
religious, social and political institutions -  and crucially the values and knowledge that animate 
these -  in the longer post-conflict period (Knowles 2009:63). This experience of loss shapes the 
everyday perspectives of a pre-war educated Cambodian middle class, among whom many 
NGO executives, senior staff and experienced community development workers may be 
counted. Members of this group are defined by their education, urbanity, opportunity,
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professionalism and cosmopolitanism, and by their loss of collective social role, safety, 
privilege and rights during and after the Democratic Kampuchea period. Edwards (2006) 
argues that contemporary Cambodian community development can be understood as part of a 
wider project of state building characterised by the reassertion of urban elite power over the 
rural poor. In this context, it would not be surprising if relationships between (urban) 
development professionals and (rural) participants were characterised by distrust. However, as 
shown in Chapter Five, in the research sites grassroots narratives of Democratic Kampuchea 
affirmed both differences and commonalities in the social identities of fieldworkers and 
beneficiaries, and rural and urban dwellers. This is suggestive of a fluid and unsettled 
negotiation of trust and distrust taking place in the relationship between NGO workers and 
community members.
This negotiation is also shaped by a history of conflict within rural communities. Democratic 
Kampuchea's efforts to overturn existing social hierarchies and institutions in particular is 
regarded as having damaged relationships of trust and respect including within the family, 
with village leaders and with other sources of authority such as the Buddhist priesthood and 
the state (Jenks Clarke 2001; O'Leary and Meas 2001; Prum 1999; Brown 1999; Krishnamurthy 
1999; Aschmoneit 1998). This traumatic experience is seen as producing a legacy of distrust 
and isolation that characterises daily interactions with neighbours and within families (Knowles 
2009:4; Zucker 2006; Bit 1991). For example, high rates of domestic violence have been 
identified as partly resulting from the psychosocial trauma of conflict and Democratic 
Kampuchea (Emerson 1997; Zimmerman 1994). In addition, the State of Cambodia policy that 
required collective agricultural production in rural krom samarki (solidarity groups) during the 
1980s, though short-lived and variably enforced nationwide, is regarded as having further 
damaged trust and reciprocity (Boyden and Gibbs 1997:100-101).
As a result of such experiences of violent or unwelcome state incursions into rural life, distrust 
in Khmer society is also held to characterise relationships between people and the state. Rural 
people fear, distrust and obey those people (such as politicians, and the wealthy) with power 
both to improve their lives and coerce them into acquiescence (Öjendal and Kim 2006).
Distrust of the state is compounded by pre- and post-conflict experiences of lack of state 
services and assistance. In short, Cambodian society is commonly characterised as lacking trust 
within both person-to-person relationships and between the state and citizens.
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There is disagreement over the extent to which this situation reflects either continuity with, or 
a distinct break from, pre-war social arrangements. As mentioned in Chapter Two, most 
accounts agree that rural Khmer society traditionally had limited associational life, with 
relationships of reciprocity existing between largely self-reliant households and organised 
around patron-client relationships. Ovesen et al (1996), for example, observe that since the 
time of the Angkor empire rural reciprocities have been hierarchical in nature, with the most 
important of these being tithes of rice and labour collected by local patrons authorised by 
royal power. From the perspective of villagers, this relationship remained largely unchanged 
during French colonialism and into the post-colonial period (Ledgerwood 1998; Chandler 
2008). Thus, viewed in historical perspective, what appeared to Western humanitarian 
workers in the 1990s to be a lack of trust and rural solidarity produced by conflict (Prum 1999; 
Watts 1999; Brown 1999) may in fact have been consistent with pre-war social organisation: a 
sign of social continuity and communities' self-managed recovery from trauma under 
exceptionally difficult circumstances of widespread poverty and international isolation, rather 
than evidence of a cultural and social implosion caused by conflict and requiring international 
intervention to reverse.
This is not to suggest that conflict did not damage trust, nor to diminish the extent or severity 
of trauma endured during and as a result of Democratic Kampuchea. Flowever, this discussion 
does suggest that NGO and donor concern about the lack of trust and social networks that 
have appeared to them to characterise rural society since the UNTAC period says as much 
about these agencies' own normative expectations of rural communities as it does about those 
communities. Loose social networks and an apparent lack of reliance on extended kin 
networks and community associations may have confounded the expectations of development 
agencies that valued tight networks and reciprocities (Öjendal and Kim 2006; Zucker 2006). 
However, in their hierarchical character, their basis in patronage and their dependence on 
family bonds, there is considerable continuity between pre- and post-conflict reciprocities 
(Ledgerwood and Vighen 2002; Vighen and Saroeun 1996). Chapter Five illustrated how 
conflict narratives are animated within community development contexts, not only to 
articulate rural demands for justice but also to underscore solidarities and differences. The 
discussion above adds the specific observation that middle-class urban and professional 
Cambodian experiences of loss, as well as international actors' normative expectations of 
communities, strongly inform the community development narrative that trust and social 
networks are lacking in rural Cambodia. In other words, these actors have projected their own
177
normative frameworks on to the village communities they have sought to assist, in ways that 
have not always aligned accurately with rural realities (Gellman 2010).
Though there are continuities between pre- and post-conflict social organisation, there have 
also been significant changes in how reciprocities and community institutions are organised 
since the 1990s. One of the most significant shifts is that patron-client obligations have 
become politicised in distinctly new ways. Decentralisation reforms have made it possible for 
the central government administration to tighten its control over the local state and take a 
more active role in managing local development initiatives (Blunt and Turner 2005; Hughes 
2009:65). As an aspect of this change, Hughes (2006) describes how beneficiaries of state 
assistance are expected, in return, to deliver votes in commune and national elections. While 
politicians and village leaders present such exchanges as having a meaning akin to traditional 
patron-client reciprocities, these new exchanges are overlaid with an unsettling threat of state 
violence. For example, Hughes (2006) documents how incumbent CPP candidates for local 
elections give gifts to voters, presenting this behaviour as in keeping with perceived traditional 
practices of patron-client assistance. However, villagers are aware that the Cambodian state is 
a highly unpredictable patron, with the power to divest them of land or livelihood, and to 
punish allegiance to an opposition party or contrary view with exclusion from benefits or with 
political violence. Thus this gift giving is intended to paint a veneer of tradition over the 
extension of state power into daily rural life (Hughes 2006).
Despite this darker side, decentralisation is also widely regarded as having made local 
governance institutions somewhat more open and responsive to citizen priorities and 
perspectives (Öjendal and Kim 2006). For example, decentralisation has been accompanied by 
the introduction of new local governance institutions at the commune level, which are 
perceived by villagers to be relatively approachable (Öjendal and Kim 2006; Kim and Öjendal 
2009). In addition, as detailed earlier in this chapter, structured forums have been created for 
rural people to express their priorities for local development, though these remain stymied by 
lack of finances to execute plans (Rüsten et al 2004; Pak et al 2007). NGOs have played a 
central role in supporting and encouraging participation in these forums (Hasselskog 2009). 
Complicating this situation however, NGOs and development donors may themselves be 
conceptualised as patrons, since they deliver essential resources in return for participation, 
and may promote the interests of their rural "clients" to power holders outside the village 
(Leonard et al 2010:484). Thus even when donors and NGOs intend to reduce rural
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dependency on external assistance, they may entrench themselves in their role of benefactor 
or patron. This has been critiqued as a significant barrier to empowerment in Cambodian 
community development interventions (O'Leary 2007b:21).
Post-conflict reciprocities are also affected by the rapid economic liberalisation that has taken 
place since the 1990s. As detailed in Chapters Two and Four, one outcome of this change has 
been to entrench the poverty of the poorest families, while producing a small but 
comparatively wealthy local rural elite (FitzGerald et al 2007; Ballard et al 2007). Along with 
increasing labour migration and the marketisation of rural reciprocities, this has stretched the 
ability of households to offer assistance to their neighbours (So 2010; FitzGerald et al 2007). 
Thus, the lack of reciprocity and trust that is sometimes presented as reflecting either the 
breakdown or continuity of tradition, is at least in part a consequence of a very contemporary 
reorganisation of rural life.
The extent to which trust and reciprocity are damaged, persistent or resurgent is variable from 
place to place. Zucker (2006) observes that the level of social trust varies considerably 
between rural Cambodian villages, including between closely situated villages. This is borne 
out in the diverse locations where this research took place. For example, in the northeastern 
field sites, villages on the Mekong River's eastern bank had histories of settlement dating to 
1800 or earlier, with patterns of continuous settlement that involved the same families, clearly 
delineated customary claims to resources and established patterns of resource use and land 
tenure (WWF 2010b). As a result, there were also longer established patterns of mutual 
assistance and resource sharing, which contributed to NGO fieldworkers' perceptions of high 
levels of trust and readiness for participation and collective action in these areas (g24). By 
contrast, the villages of the relatively sparsely populated western bank were more recently 
established, with high rates of inmigration, shifting population, insecure land tenure and no or 
limited customary claims to resource use (WWF 2010a, 2010b; Bezuijen et al 2007). This 
contributed to NGO fieldworkers' perceptions that these latter villages had a limited sense of 
shared investment in community resources, lower extra-familial trust and less interest in NGO- 
led community development (g24). This variability in levels of perceived trust and social 
cohesion between villages presents a challenge to accounts premised on general claims that 
either conflict or development has irreparably damaged trust and reciprocity in Cambodia. 
Rather, the strength or weakness of trust is geographically and historically variable.
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The persistence of trust in the face of challenges: evidence from Prey Veng
In villages where this research took place people drew attention to the existence and 
persistence of various forms of reciprocity, mutual assistance, social protection and charity. 
These were presented as predating any form of internationally led community development 
intervention, building a basis on to which people added the new reciprocities encouraged by 
development agencies. Some forms of reciprocity and trust within rural communities are 
shown in the following accounts from Prey Veng:
We help each other, all of us. We understand, so we can explain how to do things, 
like how to rebuild the compost if there are problems -  for example if the 
compost gets washed away in the rain. If someone is sick, or is going to give birth, 
we will transport them to the hospital for free. We help each other at ceremonies, 
to build houses and to celebrate weddings. We support each other -  and we help 
each other to dance at celebrations! We celebrate bon dolien (the harvest 
festival) in our village. If someone is building a house, the men build the house 
together and the women cook together, (gl)
We support old people with food, fruit, vegetables, money. We support orphans 
too, and we help children with disabilities. We encourage them to stay in school, 
and share a bit of money and rice [with them]. This is new since we joined this 
group. We helped the old people before the group, but now we help orphans too.
(g21)
If someone's house is destroyed, the villagers will all come to repair it. We also 
support elderly people through the pagoda, and we give rice and assistance to 
orphans. (g9)
In these accounts, villages are presented as places where people "help each other" not only in 
the work they undertake with the support of NGOs, but in other areas of daily life. The final 
account specifically identifies that CBO members assisted one another with any problems that 
this work presented. Notably this new, post-community development assistance is presented 
as one of many sorts of help that people in the village provided for each other. "Helping each 
other" in a community group is presented as a natural extension of the kinds of assistance 
people offered one another before the NGO arrived, such as during the traditional bon dalien 
described above. Similarly the latter two accounts draw attention to the continued operation 
of long-standing religious-based village systems of charity and welfare organised around 
pagodas, which direct funds to people in need (Aschmoneit 1998). In the accounts above, 
these forms of assistance supplement everyday routines of mutuality, such as assisting a 
neighbour to travel to see a doctor. Reciprocity in these accounts is not a creation of
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intervention, but a pre-existing quality of communities. Thus, these accounts draw attention to 
the continuities in reciprocity and trust that have endured over time and despite conflict.
Though people described a variety of ways in which others assisted them during the worst of 
their impoverishment, not all of this assistance can be considered empowering. This help 
usually came from family members, or from better-off people in villages. Assistance included 
labour share arrangements particularly during rice transplanting; hiring poorer people's labour 
with payment in food, money or use of water pumps or buffalo; provision of credit or food in 
advance of repayment in labour; and gifts of rice and money sent or brought home after 
working in Phnom Penh or elsewhere. Though this wide variety of exchanges were all regarded 
as valuable forms of assistance, research respondents were frequently at a disadvantage in 
their exchanges with benefactors, as Chapter Five has established. As specific examples, 
families who borrowed rice from others sometimes agreed to repay twice the amount initially 
borrowed (wl6; wl7), while food for labour exchanges could involve gruelling toil even though 
payment in rice was insufficient to sustain a household's day to day minimum requirements 
(wl7). These examples demonstrate, as Grünewald (1990) has established, that in a rural 
society characterised by hierarchical obligations and in which many people are impoverished, 
assistance is regularly exploitative in character.
Research respondents' narratives highlighted the perceived compatibility of pre-conflict or 
"traditional" reciprocities, with community development's reciprocities. This indicates the 
contemporary persistence of forms of assistance and reciprocity that are experienced as 
ethical, despite the exploitation routinely experienced by rural people and the often 
challenging ways that social life has been reshaped during and after conflict. For example, in 
the accounts above, CBO-supported activities -  such as assisting orphaned children (g21) and 
rebuilding damaged compost heaps (gl) -  are presented as synergistic with pre-existing or 
traditional forms of assistance, like the harvest festival (gl) and the provision of material aid to 
aged people (g21). The view that membership of CBOs animates perceived positive traditional 
values was encouraged by NGO fieldworkers, who were quick to point out the parallel 
between CBO reciprocities and traditional forms of labour sharing (provas dai, or literally, 
"sharing hands") (gl). In practice however, a wide range of exchanges took place before and 
after community development intervention. These ranged from gifts of money, labour and 
resources (usually from immediate family members), provas dai style labour sharing, and food 
or cash for labour exchanges that were exploitative of the weaker party.
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Thus while people's accounts illustrate the persistence of trust and reciprocity, and establish 
these as qualities of communities rather than products of external interventions, they also 
reveal the exploitative character of many instances of "help" offered by the better off to the 
less well off. These accounts suggest the complex ways in which reciprocity operated in the 
field sites. Shaped by and persisting in spite of conflict and impoverishment, reciprocity was 
neither absent prior to development intervention nor always positive in how it operated. In 
this complex environment, participating people and NGOs sought to associate new 
reciprocities within CBOs with the imprimatur of tradition, thereby incorporating these new 
community institutions (as well as perceived new knowledge discussed in Chapter Five) into a 
set of normative ideas about ethical behaviour that is strongly associated with perceptions of 
Khmer tradition.
Many research respondents stated that while trust and an ethos of assistance were present in 
their communities prior to intervention, trust had increased as a result of participation. The 
following accounts, from women members of CBOs, illustrate how participation in CBOs was 
perceived to deepen and extend existing reciprocities and relationships, in part because it 
involved regular routines of meeting, discussing and sharing information and resources:
We trusted each other from the start. (g2)
Before, we knew each other but now we're closer. (g4)
We knew each other well before we started this group, our houses are close to 
one another. [But now] we know each other better than before, (gl)
Before, we met at village and commune meetings, and at ceremonies, and at 
harvest and planting we met but never talked, we were busy. Now when we meet 
we have an agenda -  we collect, save, lend, and ask who wants to borrow, and if 
[they ask for] too much [money] we talk and discuss it. (g26)
These accounts suggest that these organisations may indeed produce new opportunities for 
exchanges of information and material resources that are perceived to be valuable and also 
enjoyable, and that enhance pre-existing bonds of trust. In drawing attention to matters of 
trust and tradition, people's accounts both cohere with and destabilise a narrative of 
participation in which the intervention produces trust - o r  at least, in a less reductive 
rendering, makes it possible for people to trust one another. Accounts from Prey Veng suggest 
that while trust may have increased between some people in communities as a result of their
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participation, trust had always been present. Indeed, as the discussion above has suggested, 
pre-existing trust and established habits of reciprocity provided the foundation on to which 
people added their participation in NGO-supported community development reciprocities.
Although -  as detailed earlier in this chapter -  intervening agencies may misunderstand the 
extent to which trust had been damaged or lost within communities, this evidence 
demonstrates that trust-building interventions can nonetheless be relevant and valuable to 
people who take part. However, such interventions also have the potential to reflect and 
strengthen inequalities within communities (Guijt and Shah 1998), as the following section will 
demonstrate in a discussion of exclusion and inclusion that begins with the process of group 
formation.
Inclusion, exclusion and compounding social capital: northeastern 
Cambodian examples
Non-government organisations establish CBOs with the expectation that these groups will 
assist poverty reduction, and promote participation in local development institutions. People's 
accounts of joining CBOs reflect that NGOs pre-establish the purpose of groups. For example, 
the following accounts present NGOs as having the knowledge and authority to advise people 
about how to achieve development:
Before we started this group, the NGO advised us that it would be good to help 
the people with a less good living standard. If we did this, we could support each 
other, especially the poorer people. The staff gave us a lot of ideas about how to 
help each other and how to run our group, (gl)
It's good for the people to work together. At first, we thought "why"? Then [the 
NGO] advised us why we should have a group and I thought it would be useful to 
try.(g5)
In accounts such as these, respondents positioned NGO advice and ideas as useful guides and 
models for their own behaviour. Their confidence in the ethical and practical authority of NGO 
advice demonstrates the trust that community members place in these development agencies. 
However, in contrast to NGO and donor narratives, which present CBOs as producing 
empowerment and reciprocity, these accounts frame the decision to join a CBO in terms of 
trust and confidence that following NGO advice will lead to an improvement in life. This does 
not mean necessarily that participation produces no empowerment outcomes, but does
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suggest a variance in how community members and intervening agencies conceive of the 
principal aim of participation in CBOs.
In addition to anticipating that benefits would flow from an NGO's invitation to join a CBO, 
people often participated because a CBO leader had asked them to. Personal invitation was 
therefore crucial in many accounts of joining CBOs. Such invitations were invariably extended 
by more powerful people to less powerful people. This suggests that the hierarchical 
organisation of Cambodian communities strongly shapes the process of CBO formation, 
meaning that these organisations tend to replicate rather than challenge the inequalities that 
characterise rural communities (O'Leary 2007a, 2007b). A member of a Kratie savings group 
illustrated this dynamic in her account of joining a CBO:
It's an easy way to borrow money, if I need money. I joined because the group 
leader asked me to join. I joined to represent my family. I know all my neighbours 
and many of them are in the group. (g25)
In this example, a personal invitation from the CBO leader appears as important as the benefit 
that the respondent thought that membership might deliver to her family. Indeed, CBO 
leaders were instrumental in establishing groups, encouraging participation and in selectively 
extending the invitation to take part. This dynamic is clear in one CBO leader's account:
When the NGO came to start the savings group, I was keen to join. I talked with 
[the NGO] about the project and said I would help to collect the people to join the 
group, if the NGO would support the people by providing microcredit loans. I 
collected the people into the group by bringing them all together to see if they 
could follow the rules. If they said they couldn't follow the rules, then they 
weren't able to join. The rules are: you have to pay back your loan on time, and if 
you don't, you get a fine; if you forget a meeting, you'll get a fine. I spent my own 
money at the start -  $15 in phone calls to bring everyone together. (g25)
In this account, the group leader played a pivotal role in inviting and encouraging people to 
join the CBO, as well as enforcing the requirements and responsibilities that membership 
entails. This reflects that group leaders can both extend and limit access to the benefits that 
development interventions offer. This situation could be regarded as limiting the 
empowerment aim of community organising, because it situates participation as an 
opportunity delivered by more powerful to less powerful people, rather than a right claimed 
by marginalised people (Cornwall 2008).
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However, the example of this savings group is also instructive because it suggests that groups 
are successful when trust among members is already strong. Indeed, this CBO demonstrates 
that although pre-existing bonds of trust and reciprocity can be inequitable and hierarchical, 
they nonetheless form a basis for the success of NGO interventions. The Mekong island village 
where this savings group operated is a long-established community, with very limited 
inmigration and outmigration. When the leader invited people to join, he knew that many 
people in the village had participated in similar NGO schemes over the years, and he invited 
those he knew to be familiar with NGO work and whom he believed could be trusted. This 
exemplifies that when groups are able to choose their own members, they form around 
already established bonds of trust and reciprocity. While these existing relationships may 
involve more powerful people exercising their discretion and judgement about who will join 
(thereby excluding people perceived as marginal), the case of this savings group suggests that 
such relationships can ensure that interventions are readily incorporated into daily life in ways 
that, while not necessarily challenging existing power relationships, will be familiar, workable 
and maintained over time. This example provides further evidence for the claim that existing 
trust between group members is essential to CBO success. However it also highlights that 
when groups form along these existing lines of trust and reciprocity, this risks compounding 
the exclusion experienced by people who are judged unable or less equipped to participate. As 
the discussion below will explore, these people are likely to be the poorest and most 
vulnerable -  potentially, those with the most to gain from greater connectedness to networks 
of social capital and trust.
In addition to being less likely to be invited by members of their community to participate in 
CBOs, poorest people were more likely to self-exclude from participation because they 
assessed that they would not be able to meet membership requirements. This is reflected in 
the account below, in which a member of a savings group explained why some households 
chose not to participate:
There are only a few people who don't want to join, they join in some work with 
the NGO but not in the savings group. This is because they are afraid they won't 
be able to pay back [if they borrow money from the group], (gl)
In addition, people who were members of one community group were more likely to join other 
groups, thereby compounding the benefits that accrued to those most able to give time and 
resources to participation. This is illustrated in the following account, from a woman member
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of a microfinance CBO:
My husband is in the ecotourism group, he's in the transport sub-group of the 
tourism group. I'm in the savings group. I'm a member of the chicken group and 
pig group. My husband is the secretary of the pig group and he's a volunteer in 
the tourism group. (w40)
In this manner, the social capital built by participation in CBOs tended to cohere most strongly 
around a group of people in villages who already commanded bonding social capital and who 
are very active in many groups. This is consistent with much of the relevant social capital 
theory, which has drawn attention not only to the compounding nature of social capital, but 
also to its exclusionary character (Woolcock and Narayan 2000:6-7). In short, the trust that is 
established between members of CBOs coheres most strongly around already established 
solidarities, and these tend to exclude the most marginalised people. However, CBOs in this 
research counted, among their members, many poorer households. In the southeast, many 
had been among the poorest households at one time and had experienced the associated 
sense of isolation and reliance on inequitable reciprocities (Chapter Five). Thus, although the 
social capital built by CBOs attached most strongly to a minority of households, reciprocities 
and networks of participation were also extended to incorporate and to assist relatively more 
marginalised people.
CBOs can also have a divisive impact on communities because non-participants are unable to 
access the same benefits as those who do participate. The following account demonstrates 
how this dynamic was perceived by an active member of several community organisations:
We've been active with NGOs since the beginning. Since the NGOs first came to 
the village ... They held a meeting and the NGO asked who wanted to volunteer.
We all registered our names. Some people didn't understand. [The NGO] only 
works with CBOs, [so] some people say, "why do they help them, but not me?" 
and they feel jealous of the people in the group. (g24)
This reinforces the argument that group-based interventions tend to deliver benefits to those 
who are already connected to existing networks of trust and reciprocity, and who are most 
able to devote resources and time to participation. Nonetheless, for those who participate the 
experience tends to enhance reciprocity and strengthen trust. Yet while CBOs create 
meaningful opportunities for empowerment, these are not necessarily shared equitably and 
may be denied to the most marginalised people.
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The roles of CBO leaders: brokering resources, mediating knowledge and bridging social 
capital
As the discussion above has indicated, CBO leaders are important brokers of the benefits that 
these new organisations can deliver. This section will describe how CBO leaders' personal 
commitment to poverty reduction, their knowledge of development and their orientation 
toward social change crucially mediated the extent to which the benefits and demands of 
participation were associated with positive outcomes, including for more marginalised people. 
In the field sites, CBO leaders occupied a complex social role in which they balanced the 
sometimes-competing expectations of community members and NGO staff, while ensuring the 
smooth operation of what they perceived to be distinctly new community institutions 
requiring new routines and skills. In so doing, CBO leaders played a central role in achieving 
community development outcomes, and creating some of the conditions for empowerment, 
as the following example from an isolated community in the northeast illustrates.
More than half of the households in this community were classified as "very poor" at the time 
the research took place. Livelihood activities revolved around subsistence fishing, gardening 
and rice growing, supplemented by small scale illegal extraction of timber and non-timber 
forest products from government reserves and privately owned forest areas. Villagers were 
anxious about the lack of clear land titling arrangements in their community. A Cambodian 
NGO began implementing community development projects in 2007, but the community's first 
CBO, a savings and loan group, predates this intervention by some months. The teacher at the 
village primary school had participated in meetings and training provided by the Commune 
Council in partnership with international NGOs, and through this network became aware of 
savings groups operating in nearby villages. This inspired her to seek support to establish a 
similar group in her own village, taking on the role of group leader herself. This is her account 
of the process:
We started in January 2007. At that time we started without support [from NGOs] 
... There was an NGO [working] nearby but they did not agree to start work in this 
village. I went to the Commune Council often, and I talked to the commune and 
NGO staff, and we agreed that I would start a savings group here. The purpose [of 
the group] is to help each other. This was my idea. If someone is sick they can get 
money quickly. If they have to wait to go to the bank, they'll die. Most of our 
members are quite poor, they can't borrow and do business. Members of our 
group can [borrow to] do business, or use the money in the family. It's lower 
interest than from the bank. If we borrow from the bank we need to have land, 
but in the group it's OK if we don't have that. Anyway, the bank might take our
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land. To borrow from the bank we need to take the documents from the Village 
Chief and the bank will come to see us then agree to lend us money. It wastes our 
time and we pay a lot of interest. The moneylender charges 20-25 per cent 
interest if they don't know us, or 15 per cent if they know us ... The savings group 
charges 2 per cent. (g26)
Linked to networks outside her village, this well-connected individual recognised the value of 
this kind of community intervention and was inspired to seek external assistance to support 
her to establish a group in her own community. Many families were eager to join and as a 
result she is now the leader of two savings groups, which together have more than 30 
households as members. Most of these are considered "poor" households, though some 
"medium" households have also joined. This CBO delivered resources that can assist members 
to realise aspirations for improvement and can provide a buffer against financial shocks. These 
outcomes can be conceptualised as creating conditions for empowerment, since they allow 
participants to a) access resources and information for change, and b) become aware of 
strategies and choices for improving their circumstances (Kabeer 1999, 2011).
This case exemplifies that successful CBO leaders are able to muster both external and intra­
community support for participation in the new village organisations that they lead. Thus they 
mediate both improvement and empowerment in the lives of CBO members. From the 
perspective of social capital theory, these leaders contribute to poverty reduction by 
channelling the benefits of "bridging" social capital -  that is, their ties to networks of 
information and resources originating beyond the "bonding" social capital of the immediate 
community (Woolcock and Narayan 2000). Reflecting the applicability of this social capital 
perspective to understanding the dynamics of change in the field sites, group members' 
accounts drew attention to leaders' willingness to share information and knowledge "from 
outside" (gl2), as well as to their ability to broker6 material benefits such as credit loans. For 
example, members of the savings group discussed above valued their leader's "higher 
education", which they associated with her ability to "get experience" from outside the 
community and to "share it" with CBO members. The following account expands on this view, 
continuing the example of the Mekong savings group discussed above:
6 Mosse (2001) defines a broker of development as a person able to build relationships of trust with a development 
agency, thereby influencing how the benefits of development flow and to whom.
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[This CBO leader] knows and understands a lot, so we'll have politeness and good 
manners in the group. She ... has higher education, she's a very good person. She 
has the ability to do her job, and she's honest. She always comes to [CBO] 
meetings. The whole village relies on her -  she always goes to meetings [with 
development agencies] and gets experience and shares it. There's only one 
woman like her in this village ... That's why we depend on her. (g26)
The following accounts, from Prey Veng microfinance groups, reiterate that members of many 
CBOs regarded a perceived higher quality of knowledge, and willingness to share this 
knowledge, as desirable characteristics in CBO leaders:
This [leader], he knows a lot! He knows and understands a lot. [He] has higher 
knowledge than other people, he understands a lot and is involved and active. He 
understands more ... than other people do. (g5)
[We chose this leader because] she knows the most. ... It's related to her 
knowledge. (g2)
Some CBO leaders had access to "information from outside" prior to participating in 
community development, as the following account from a fathers' group leader reveals:
I go to Phnom Penh for ten days or two weeks and I come back when I have 
money. When I get news from outside the village, I share it. I share the 
information from outside, and what I've learnt from different NGOs. [I share] 
what I learn in training, what I've learnt myself, bit by bit, this and that, about the 
law, and some things I've learnt from other people. I have a lot of commitment to 
support people. I try my best to support people, not just my own family but the 
whole village. I try to help the village. I participate when I can. (g5)
This leader's description of piecing together "outside information" from a range of sources 
suggests that he understood this to be significant aspect of his role as leader. This is further 
evidence that leaders' command of knowledge relevant to development is a significant 
component of their authority in their communities. Thus, command of the development- 
related knowledge that Chapter Five established was significant to the experience of poverty 
reduction, also shapes the organisational structures and patterns of CBO leadership that 
development intervention produces within rural communities.
Leaders themselves were often motivated to take on these roles in order to enhance their 
knowledge of development. This motivation sometimes arose from a conviction that such 
information was necessary to improve the situation in their community, as the following 
account suggests:
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I love this job [as CBO leader] ... I like to share education with the people. They 
didn't go to school in the old days, and I like to get experience and learn. (g26)
Participation can make available access to privileged information and this was often highly 
valued by all members of groups, including leaders. The following account about the work of a 
Prey Veng child protection group illustrates this expanding network of shared information:
We collect information and control the situation in the village. We spread 
information in the village, educate the people about child health, monitor 
children's migration and the children who drop out of school. We have a leader, a 
vice-leader, a bookkeeper and a secretary. The monks are honorary members.
The higher levels and the lower levels of administration share information with 
each other. We share news. We meet each other once a month and we talk about 
all the problems in the land. From everywhere, we report what we know ... (g9)
As this account makes clear, joining a CBO gave people access to privileged information that 
could confer status and power. Being a member -  and in particular a leader -  presented an 
opportunity to influence events by knowing about and monitoring the situation of 
disadvantaged people (such as children vulnerable to risky migration or trafficking) and 
exerting some "control" over how this information was shared between "lower" and "higher" 
"levels", such as between CBO members and village or commune leaders (g9). This is 
suggestive of the top-down flow of information and knowledge that characterises Cambodian 
community development (O'Leary and Meas 2001; Knowles 2009; Vighen and Sarouen 1996). 
However, these accounts also suggest that participation in a CBO provides scope for members 
and leaders to obtain a greater degree of access to information and some control over what 
information flows both 'upward' and 'downward' social hierarchies.
Though leaders' responsibility for managing the flows of information was sometimes a source 
of satisfaction, it could also produce stress and anxiety, as the following account from a 
livelihood group leader reveals:
I became the leader because of my own poverty. I wanted the NGO to help my 
family. We are all volunteers in the group, but the group picked me to be the 
leader. It's difficult. I want to stop but I haven't. Before ... people didn't pay on 
time, but now I go and talk to them and ... make them pay on time. I'm not sure if 
they understand what I want or not. I can't trust all the members. I want to stop 
this job. I have to follow up the members and call the fieldworkers. I have to keep 
the group's records safe and write the reports. (g27)
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This account suggests the difficulties that can be created for leaders by the divergent values 
placed on CBOs by members (who, in the example above, seem "not to understand" the 
purpose of the CBO) and NGO fieldworkers. This example contrasts with the microfinance 
savings and credit group discussed at the start of this section, where there appeared to be a 
strong sense of shared purpose in the aspirations of the schoolteacher who gathered people to 
join a savings group, the members of the group, and the agencies who supported the leader to 
establish the group. The following example of an alternative livelihood groups in a Mekong- 
reliant community provides further evidence that leaders must mediate the sometimes- 
conflicting perspectives of external agencies and community members.
Intended to encourage income diversification and reduce the unsustainable extraction of 
forest and river resources, alternative livelihood CBOs in Mekong-dependent communities 
allow members to access NGO grants and loans for activities such as pig and chicken raising 
and fish farming. This NGO assistance is contingent on CBO members agreeing to follow 
several rules. These are described below in the account of a group leader:
We have rules about what you can borrow for, but we talk to each other about 
things. We shouldn't borrow for petrol to cut down the forest, or for big fishing 
nets, but it is the right of members to do this [if they want to]. We can't force 
them to do what we want, that's not fair. (g25)
Although the NGO imposed rules about the purpose for which credit loans may be used, 
groups and group leaders did not always abide by these. For example if members of this group 
borrowed for forbidden purposes, the leader regards it as "their right". His decision not to 
enforce these rules suggests a discrepancy between what the NGO regarded as an appropriate 
outcome of community organisations (a shift to sustainable livelihood practices) and what 
seemed necessary to villagers. In this example, there is a conflict between NGO and 
community knowledge, and ideas about how or whether villagers' livelihood strategies should 
change. Community-based organisation leaders must negotiate and mediate these tensions, 
balancing the expectations of both NGOs and members.
In the field sites, some leaders balanced the expectations of NGOs and community in ways that 
met members' aspirations; while others experienced anxiety and stress as a result of the 
disjuncture between their own priorities and expectations, those of NGOs and of group 
members. These various experiences underscore that diverse local circumstances, and the 
different situations and characteristics of local leaders, produce various and unpredictable
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outcomes, as Hasselskog (2009) has observed in relation to village and commune governance 
structures.
This opportunity to lead and influence local development institutions was personally 
significant for many CBO leaders in this research. Some described themselves as "community 
volunteers" (g6; g23; g24) or "community workers" (w32), new roles that were framed and 
produced by development intervention. This account describes the career of one such 
individual:
I used to work for a political party, but the corruption, it wasn't good. Sometimes 
they didn't reimburse me for my travel costs for party business. So I stopped.
Some people asked me to run for election as the Commune Chief but I didn't want 
to. I want to work with the NGOs -  that's simpler. There are no problems. I give 
my time to work for the NGO to make life better in the community ... They asked 
me to join the party but I said no, I only want to work for the NGOs. Now I only do 
social work, I think it's the right thing to do. I don't want to work for the party, 
they cheat. The NGO is honest, and I am glad to help them. (w32)
This account suggests that participation and leadership roles in NGO interventions can provide 
a preferred avenue for social action. For women group leaders (of whom there are many, as 
Chapter Seven will explore) this may be particularly relevant, since, as this account suggests, 
NGOs are perceived as more receptive to women's participation than local governance 
structures and political organisations (Lilja 2009).
This discussion has demonstrated that CBO leaders are central to community development 
success. They contribute to poverty reduction and create some of the conditions for 
empowerment by extending the benefits of their networks of bridging social capital, by sharing 
knowledge and resources with members of their groups, and by building on existing networks 
of trust and reciprocity -  and bonding social capital -  to achieve development outcomes. 
Interventions led by NGOs depend on these committed and knowledgeable group leaders, and 
present opportunities for these grassroots leaders to shape local development. In short, 
though community-based organising takes place within top-down relationships of power 
within communities and between NGOs and communities, it also makes it possible for CBO 
leaders, as brokers of development assistance (Mosse 2001), to lead processes of change in 
their community.
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Although Cambodian communities are often regarded as both hierarchical and resistant to 
change (Hasselskog 2009; Hughes and Öjendal 2006), patterns of leadership and participation 
in CBOs suggest that complex negotiations of power, change and tradition occur within these 
new institutional settings. This chapter has already drawn attention to the value that group 
members placed on leaders' command of development knowledge, and has demonstrated 
that this "higher knowledge" was often associated with higher social status: group leaders 
often already command leadership roles or development-related roles in their communities. 
However, as the chapter now demonstrates, CBOs can challenge as well as reinforce existing 
social hierarchies, and create opportunities for respected grassroots leaders to lead processes 
of change and improvement in their communities.
Often, CBO leaders were Village Chiefs, VDC members, schoolteachers and self-described 
"community volunteers", all able to influence networks and generate interest in NGO projects. 
The following account from a mothers' group member illustrates this point:
The VDC member is the leader of the mothers' group and the leader of the 
savings group. We chose her as the leader because she can read and write very 
well. She's the Deputy Village Chief and that's good for her work against violence.
We all wanted her, all together. She's very active in the community. (g8)
Here, the leadership of this CBO reflected already-established patterns of village leadership 
and authority, reifying the hierarchical organisation of social life in rural Cambodia. This aligns 
with arguments that view participation in community organisations as replicating existing 
hierarchies and thereby limiting the empowerment possibilities available to poorer people 
(Hasselskog 2009:194).
However, not all CBO leaders in the field sites had held formal development-related roles. 
Many were simply respected neighbours: women and men who were well liked, and regarded 
as trustworthy, capable and energetic. Some were thought to be especially knowledgeable 
because they had more formal education, or had enjoyed relatively greater financial success 
than others. In addition these leaders were thought to be confident, articulate and bold, and 
able to solve conflicts between group members. These are necessary components of the 
authority that CBO leaders command. The following accounts identify some of the qualities of 
these leaders:
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We picked this leader because everyone trusted her. She's honest, very active and 
not lazy, and she has a lot of knowledge, (gl)
She can read the alphabet and she talks a lot. And she's always in the village. (gl2)
He knows the alphabet, he knows a lo t ... He can read and write a lot, he 
remembers a lot and he has a lot of ideas. He's ... very active. (g25)
In addition, leaders must be able to manage financial records and keep group money safe. 
Transparent record keeping and knowledge of the routines, rules and records of the group also 
contributed to members' trust in leaders, as the following account illustrates:
We trust [this leader]. She never keeps the money in the house for a long time.
She shows us the records and how much money we have. In the meeting 
everyone looks at the records. (glO)
Although CBO leaders were often already respected in their communities, holding either 
formal or informal leadership roles, managing a CBO required specific new expressions of 
leadership and associated skills. Although they reflected existing hierarchies within 
communities, CBOs also made it possible for people who were valued as grassroots leaders to 
extend this role, taking on additional tasks in order to lead processes of community change. In 
this manner NGO-led interventions both altered and extended existing leadership 
arrangements. By mediating between community and NGO perspectives, creating local 
organisations for resource sharing and support, and providing opportunities for information 
sharing, these leaders were able to create opportunities for change and some conditions 
amenable to empowerment in their communities.
Engaging the local state: village leaders as observers, mediators and 
beneficiaries
The discussion above illustrated some of the ways in which CBO leaders contributed to the 
success of these new, semi-formal village development organisations in the field sites. 
However, CBOs operate in a wider context of governance reform in rural Cambodia, and 
interact with a variety of local governance institutions such as CCs, VDCs and Village Chiefs.
The roles and authority of these local institutions are shaped in part by donor-driven efforts to 
decentralise Cambodian governance (Hasselskog 2009). What is the relationship between 
CBOs and these local governance structures? Specifically, do CBOs make the local state more
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responsive to local needs and priorities, as decentralisation's proponents maintain (Öjendal 
and Kim 2006), or do the interactions between CBOs and local governance structures extend 
state power over rural people with pernicious consequences, as some assessments have found 
(Milne and Adams 2012)? This section explores these questions by investigating the 
interactions between Village Chiefs, VDCs and NGO-supported CBOs in Prey Veng and 
northeastern Cambodia. The focus on village level structures and specifically Village Chiefs 
reflects the fact that, for most rural Cambodian people, the village remains the primary locus 
of governance and decision-making power (Öjendal and Kim 2006).
Diagram 6.1 represents the various organisations for local development management and 
governance that exist in communities in the southeastern Cambodian research field sites. It is 
adapted from CLA's diagrammatic representation (2009a:8) of the "interconnecting network" 
of CBOs that it supports. Children's organisations form the centre of this network, and are 
supported by a circle of CBOs formed and assisted by CLA. Village Development Committees 
and Pagoda Committees form a further circle of CBOs that interact with NGO-created CBOs, 
and also constitute one tier of the local governance structures within which these 
organisations operate. Village Chiefs (and Deputy Village Chiefs) have important roles in local 
development governance and interact with the new commune-level structures for 
development governance: CCs, Commune Chiefs, and Commune Committees for Women and 
Children.
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Figure 6.1 An interconnecting network of community organisations: CBOs in Prey Veng 
villages
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The Village Chiefs and VDCs involved in this research played various roles in support of CBOs. 
These roles included observing and monitoring the assistance that families accessed; 
mediating that assistance by identifying participants and granting permission to NGOs and 
CBOs to operate; and providing practical support and encouragement to community groups 
and families. Village leaders also benefitted from community development in three important 
ways: in some instances, they received some of the money earned by participating families or 
held by CBOs; in addition, their status was enhanced because they were able to exert (or 
appear to exert) some control over the delivery of assistance to families; and furthermore, 
their participation in NGO-led intervention provided them with an opportunity to improve life 
meaningfully in the villages in which they lived.
As the previous section discussed, Village Chiefs and other formal village leaders such as 
Deputy Village Chiefs and VDC members often played active roles in CBOs as group leaders. 
Thus, there is some overlap in the categories of CBO leader (discussed above) and the formal 
village leaders discussed in this section. However, as representatives of the local state, Village 
Chiefs played additional and distinct roles. They often expressed this role as being to "help" 
CBO members to succeed, for example by attending CBO meetings to offer support and 
encouragement, and to provide information and advice, for example "sharing technical 
information" (g9) and "knowledge" (g8).
In addition, Village Chiefs played an oversight role, for example supporting CBO leaders to 
ensure that NGO loans were disbursed and repaid by CBO members. This oversight role was 
significant in Village Chiefs' accounts, as the following narrative about a chiefs role in relation 
to a savings group confirms:
In addition to my busy work with the government, when [the NGO] comes to 
collect the loans to families, I know [they are coming] and I go with the staff.
Before members get loans from [the NGO] I witness this, to be sure they get the 
money and pay the money back. As well, when [the NGO] invites me for training, 
about HIV for instance, I'll share this [information] with the group leader, and with 
people outside the group as well. (g2)
Part of the authority of a Village Chief is to "know about" people in the village, their situation 
and their relationships with NGOs. In the example above, the chief knew who received loans, 
how much they borrowed, and whether and when they repaid their loan. This chief expressed
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a strong preference for working with NGOs that made this information readily available to 
him:
Another NGO has a [savings] group [here] too, but that group isn't good ... The 
staff of that NGO never come to see me, they go straight to the members, so I 
can't help them. (g2)
Several Village Chiefs expressed similar views. They believed it was appropriate and important 
for them not only to know about, but to participate actively in, the relationships that NGO and 
community members develop. They saw this as their responsibility:
The first time [another NGO] came [to this village to conduct projects] they asked 
my permission, but they don't co-operate with me, they go straight to the target 
families. That's not like CLA. It's a lot of work [with CLA], but it's not difficult work. 
Even though it's a lot of work, it's our responsibility. (g8)
This example suggests that active engagement with NGO intervention contributed to chiefs' 
authority as people able to exert a degree of control over village development.
This authority was also reflected in some chiefs' narratives of refusing certain agencies 
permission to operate in their communities. The following accounts illustrate this authority:
We have some people here who sold their land and their house to [a microfinance 
institution], in another village, not here. But I want to protect against this case so I 
said [this organisation] should not come here. It's better to do this now, than to 
wait until later when people say "why didn't you tell me this would happen, why 
didn't you tell me?" (g ll)
When [microcredit agencies] came I went to a big meeting and told the Commune 
Chief that we only partner with the NGO, and not with the for-profit or private 
lenders. Some private lenders came here and talked with me, they said when the 
NGO project finishes we would like to come here, but I rejected them. "Your 
interest is not possible for my people", I told them. The Commune Chief told me 
that this decision is up to me and my people, we know what's best. (g9)
Many chiefs stressed that they considered the welfare of people in their communities. Their 
decision to work with or refuse certain agencies entry to their communities was based on their 
assessment of the benefits or risks any agency was likely to create. This reflects the real, 
though limited, power that Village Chiefs wield over development in their communities, and 
their demonstrated concern about the situation of villagers. Their active participation in NGO-
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led interventions allowed them to associate themselves with initiatives that delivered benefits 
to community members, thereby affirming their authority as development managers.
Yet, formal village leaders such as Village Chiefs can also be conceptualised as key beneficiaries 
of community intervention. In addition to affirming their authority, some Village Chiefs 
benefitted financially from their role in assisting and overseeing CBOs. For example many 
savings groups paid a percentage of the interest on their loans to the VDC or Village Chief. A 
group member explained:
From loans, we pay one per cent back to the NGO and one per cent to the VDC.
Forty per cent of the one per cent [paid to the VDC] is for emergencies, 60 per 
cent is for VDC administration, for example, for transportation and meetings. [But 
the leaders of savings groups], are all volunteers! If the other volunteers [in the 
group] say "yes", we can take a little bit of money to buy pens and books [for the 
group], (g7)
Some village leaders, such as the following VDC member, maintained that they were careful to 
use these funds for charitable or development purposes:
Sometimes children get sick. The families come to me and ask for the NGO's help, 
and the fieldworkers support me [to help] them by providing the money from 
interest on loans. (g3)
In other words, the flow of funds from poor families to village leaders could sometimes be 
justified because it enhanced the power of village leaders to provide assistance to people in 
emergencies. It can increase the ability of a community institution (the VDC) to respond to 
emergencies or otherwise intractable situations in which families may find themselves. 
Flowever, this example also illustrates that community development interventions often 
unintentionally ensure that resources, including finances, flow up social hierarchies to the 
most powerful people in communities (Flasselskog 2009:149; Mosse 2001). Rather than 
producing more democratic forms of social organisation in communities unfamiliar with 
democracy (as some narratives of community development maintain), community 
interventions can in fact not only strengthen existing social hierarchies but also create new 
avenues for channelling resources from the poorest to the more powerful.
The role of Village Chiefs in development interventions can affirm their authority within their 
communities; yet it can also replicate and deepen inequalities by requiring the upward flow of 
allegiance, information and resources to village leaders from less powerful people. At the
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same time however, this section has shown that chiefs and VDCs provided a range of practical 
assistance and strategic support to CBOs, and that members valued this assistance. This 
situation reflects the dual character of both community intervention and of decentralisation, 
which animate the twin, although not always compatible, goals of a) empowering 
disempowered people and b) enhancing the capacity and authority of institutions that have 
power over the poor (Shaw 2008:26; McGee 2002).
Within this context, as the two previous sections have shown, participating people can 
experience both meaningful opportunities for improvement and even empowerment, and 
ongoing relationships of inequality, dependence and relative powerlessness (for example in 
relationships with village leaders). In turn, this reflects that empowerment can be usefully 
conceptualised as an ongoing process of negotiating and contesting access to rights and 
resources, which must be eked out within ongoing relationships characterised by inequality 
and dependence as well as by opportunities for transformation (Cornwall 2007b; Kabeer 
2011). When empowerment is thus conceived as an ongoing process, the local governance 
arrangements under which CBOs operate can be understood as creating limited but 
meaningful opportunities for positive transformation. Though these arrangements reflect 
ongoing hierarchies and inequalities, they nonetheless provide institutional support for CBOs, 
membership of which can enable people to access resources and information that assist in 
realising aspirations for change.
Aspects of CBO success
Participation in the routines of Cambodian rural development is often understood as an 
expression of popular passivity and deference to the demands of powerful people (Meas 1995: 
51; Knowles 2009:70; Rüsten et al 2004:120). While hierarchy and patron-client relationships 
do indeed structure participation, the findings above suggest that CBOs can nonetheless create 
opportunities that people find worthwhile, and that can create opportunities for improvement 
and to contest empowerment. This concluding section of the chapter builds on this 
observation by identifying some characteristics that contribute to the success of CBOs as new 
institutional forms in rural Cambodia.
The discussion above demonstrated that the purpose and significance of community 
organisations are contested, unsettled and contingent on the accommodation reached
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between group members, group leaders, village leaders and the external agencies that channel 
resources, advice, information and support to these groups. Despite this diversity of actors, it 
is possible to identify some characteristics that define CBO success. In summary, successful 
CBOs provide a structured but accessible institutional framework through which members can 
work toward a shared vision of success, development and improvement. As this chapter has 
already demonstrated, this requires clear administrative processes, transparent management, 
and strong respected grassroots leaders. Successful CBOs provide opportunities for members 
to access necessary resources and to use these in daily life in ways that are perceived as 
ethical, culturally valid and of practical help in alleviating poverty. These organisations also 
strengthen horizontal and vertical networks of trust and reciprocity, as well as both bridging 
and bonding social capital. The following discussion briefly illustrates these characteristics of 
successful CBOs.
In the field sites, CBOs were an institutional framework that allowed members to develop 
networks of trust and enabled access to information and resources. Members experienced 
their participation as worthwhile not only because of the material benefits they received but 
also because they valued the information delivered and enjoyed the social engagement that 
the routines of participation offered. In the research areas participation was often experienced 
as novel and enjoyable and thereby contributing to improved social relationships. In 
respondents' accounts, enhanced social trust and relationships of mutual support emerged 
from routines of interaction in CBOs:
We've studied a lot. We knew each other before but now we're closer. We never 
went to a meeting together [before]. We can help each other. Now we're closer, 
we have a lot of things to share. Before, even if we knew something we kept it to 
ourselves. (g7)
For CBO members, regular routines of meeting and interaction were essential to creating the 
enhanced trust, openness with regard to information and sense of social connectedness that 
Chapter Five identified as important aspects of poverty reduction. In particular, the account 
above demonstrates that the information that was shared within CBOs was not only top-down 
(such as from leaders to members), but also peer to peer. This shows that CBOs can provide 
opportunities for horizontal social ties of trust and reciprocity to be strengthened.
However, as this chapter has demonstrated, CBOs also created opportunities for respected 
grassroots leaders to take on new roles in development leadership. Importantly, these leaders
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not only commanded development knowledge and resources that were often delivered from 
sources outside the community, they were also willing to share these with group members. In 
addition, CBO leaders played a crucial role in reaching an accommodation with NGOs and 
community members about the purposes of groups. Community-based organisations 
strengthened extra-community bridging social capital as well as intra-community social capital 
(Woolcock and Narayan 2000:2). Many leaders and members of CBOs were women, and this 
suggests that one aspect of CBOs' institutional success stems from the fact that these 
organisations provide particular opportunities for women to acquire and broker social capital. 
The next chapter considers the benefits and burdens of women's participation in greater 
detail.
As new social institutions, CBOs owe their success to the fact that they are readily incorporable 
into existing daily routines, priorities and obligations. For example, members of a saving group 
in northeastern Cambodia found their group useful because they were able to purchase gifts 
and offerings for religious ceremonies and celebrations:
Every month everyone brings their book and then takes it home ... I'd like to 
borrow some money for Pchum Ben [ancestor festival] ... (g2)
I don't feel bored with this group. I have to go to a lot of weddings and that costs 
money! (g3)
Indeed, CBO members invested these organisations with purposes that reflected continuity 
with pre-existing forms of self-help and charity. For example, members of a savings group 
explained that their group was designed to support older people who followed rules of 
appropriate Buddhist behaviour, which meant they could not eat meat or raise livestock to 
generate income:
Sometimes we save 1000 riel or 2000 riel, up to 5000 riel. We follow the old 
people, the smallest amount we save is 1000 riel. Last month we saved 2000 riel.
We follow the old people, if you can't earn as much as the old people you can't 
join ... The old people borrow $10 at a time, they go and buy oil or gasoline to sell 
... the old people can't look after pigs or chickens because they follow the 
Buddhist tradition, so their only choice is to join the savings group. (g25)
This example demonstrates that CBOs can provide access to necessary resources and 
opportunities, in ways that can be readily incorporated into cultural and ethical frameworks.
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Members of other CBOs confirmed that these groups provided an opportunity to articulate 
shared identity and aspirations. In the example above, this identity was organised around 
religious observance, while for members of a mothers' group, shared identity and purpose 
were organised in terms of gendered aspirations:
We're women, the same. We understand each other. Our purpose is to encourage 
the children to go to school. We should all know the alphabet. When we get sick, 
with women's problems, we come together and share our ideas ... We take time 
to help each other. When we talk to each other we understand, we help each 
other. (g6)
In this case, a CBO provided an opportunity to articulate a common identity "as women" 
(Cornwall 2007b:150) that was perceived by members to be helpful in achieving aspirations for 
change and improvement. Indeed, one of the fundamental advantages that CBOs offered to 
participants is that they allowed the articulation of a shared vision of community 
improvement:
We understand each o ther... We have expectations of the future together... Now 
the living standard is better by thirty per cent. In three to four years the living 
standard should be much better... We want to keep going, we want our village to 
be strong and safe and have enough to be safe. (g5)
We want to stop violence and help each other. We want to have a good village.
The children shouldn't do hard work. We want to stop violence in the family.
Mothers and fathers should grow vegetables and crops around their houses. Their 
children should go to school. (g6)
In addition to such aspirations for future improvement, groups sometimes had very practical 
plans for the future development of their own group:
We'd like to buy a loudspeaker and hire it out to people in the village and keep 
the profit in the group. We'd also like to buy wedding tables and chairs and hire 
them to people in the village for ceremonies. We've discussed this idea and saved 
for a year already. (g2)
In short, successful CBOs are accessible community structures that allow collective action 
toward aspirations for future improvement. This can provide opportunities for new grassroots 
leaders to influence local development; and allow members to develop networks of trust and 
reciprocity, as well as to access necessary resources that can be readily incorporated into 
existing practices and priorities. In each of these aspects, CBOs constitute a semi-formal
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institutional framework that, while reflecting existing social inequalities and hierarchies, also 
structures opportunities for people to negotiate and access development's benefits and 
thereby to pursue and contest projects of improvement and empowerment.
Conclusion
This chapter has sought to illustrate ways in which participation in community organisations 
contributes to social change in NGO-led community interventions. It has demonstrated that 
rather than solving the "problem" of distrust in rural communities, the success of new 
community organisations is often dependent on the existing basis of trust and reciprocity 
among people in rural communities. Participation in new community organisations does, 
however, appear to produce routines of reciprocity that strengthen relationships of trust 
which may have been depleted by poverty, rapid development and conflict. Membership also 
presents people with opportunities to access resources, to share them among group members 
in helpful ways and -  though this occurs unevenly -  to extend these forms of co-operation to 
include poorer or more marginalised people.
While the relationships produced within new organisations reflect existing social hierarchies, 
networks, divisions and inequalities, they also foster new kinds of communication, new 
expressions and forms of leadership and opportunities for mutual assistance. In particular, in 
the field sites these organisations encouraged new conversations and community dialogue 
about development and access to information, and extended the roles of informal community 
leaders. The information that was valued by group members was often delivered in a top- 
down manner (that is, shared by NGOs with community or group leaders). However, this does 
not diminish the value of this information. Interactions between group members were 
overwhelmingly described as novel and useful. In order to make CBOs relevant and useful to 
their needs and context, people adopted, adapted or subverted the top-down narratives and 
opportunities of participation to make them more appropriate to their specific situations. In 
this way, people navigated the complex, sometimes contradictory understandings of rural 
community that inhere in community interventions. Leaders of CBOs played an important role 
in mediating and negotiating tensions that arose between community and NGO perspectives 
on the purpose of groups.
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Participation in NGO-led CBOs can be best understood in terms of the persistence of both trust 
and distrust in a context characterised by rapid and unpredictable change. This tension 
characterised relationships between participating and non-participating people in 
communities, and also relationships between implementing agencies and participating 
communities. It was also reflected in the ongoing negotiation of differences and synergies 
between community and NGO perspectives on the purpose, meaning and development impact 
of CBOs. In this context, an important part of the role of group leaders was to negotiate these 
synergies and differences in ways that benefited group members. A tension between trust and 
distrust was also present in the complex engagement of community organisations with formal 
village leaders, in particular Village Chiefs. In this relationship, chiefs emerged at once at 
brokers and benefactors of development assistance; and as local leaders who both sought to 
control local associational life, and who were able to more effectively assist people in their 
villages as a result of community development intervention. These hierarchical relationships 
suggest that community interventions create multiple possibilities for change, transformation 
and collective action, but the way these opportunities are employed is both made possible and 
limited by existing inequalities and divisions within communities. As a result, the outcomes of 
this process are diverse, unpredictable and frequently exclude the most marginalised people. 
This reflects that social transformation is being contested within relationships and institutional 
contexts characterised by ongoing inequality (Cornwall 2007b; Kabeer 2011). Nonetheless, 
participation may be regarded as empowering in the sense of allowing collective articulation of 
aspirations for improvement, and opportunities to work toward these within a social context 
that continues to be characterised by inequalities and vulnerability.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DEVELOPMENT IN THE FAMILY: NEGOTIATING 
GENDERED HOUSEHOLD PARTICIPATION
Introduction
This is the third of the four findings chapters detailing aspects of the process of change 
described by participants in NGO-led community development interventions in rural 
Cambodia. Chapter Five assessed the overall trajectory of change described by women and 
men, identifying that this process involved a negotiation of knowledge, aspiration and past 
experiences of conflict. Chapter Six built on this discussion by detailing the manner in which 
people incorporated participation in NGO-supported CBOs into existing networks of trust, 
reciprocity and leadership. These chapters argued that there are both synergies and tensions 
in how NGOs and participating people understand the process, purpose and outcomes of 
community intervention. This produces a dynamic and unsettled situation in which people 
both contest and set the resources, ideas and networks of community development to work to 
achieve improvements in life. While not always equitable, this process creates possibilities for 
social and personal transformation that can usefully be conceptualised as empowering of 
many participating people. This remains the case even though this transformation occurs 
within relationships of ongoing inequality, poverty and dependence, and is vulnerable to 
reversal.
This chapter addresses gender in this process of change. It considers how gender relations and 
roles are implicated in this transformation, and what this means for women's experiences of 
gendered poverty and poverty reduction. Because the household is a primary arena in which
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both livelihood strategies and gender relations are worked out, the chapter focuses on the 
ways in which women and men negotiate household participation in community development. 
This enquiry has several aspects. How do men and women incorporate the new tasks and 
routines required by community development into their existing household livelihood 
strategies? Why are women overrepresented among active participants in community 
development, and how do men and women perceive this situation? What implications does 
women's participation have for gender roles and power relations in their families and 
communities?
This chapter begins by situating gender, women and the family in community development. It 
does this by considering some of the normative, institutional, organisational and pragmatic 
reasons why two Cambodian NGOs prioritise women's participation. Women's own 
perspectives on the value that participation holds is then considered, allowing the chapter to 
draw out points of agreement and tension in NGOs' and women's perspectives. The chapter 
then considers how men and women negotiate and divide the household tasks of community 
development, finding significant diversity in households' arrangements. Nonetheless, in many 
households women are the primary bearers of new demands on household time and labour, 
and of the new -  though generally manageable -  risks that attend participation. This claim is 
demonstrated in a discussion of microcredit as an aspect of community development. This 
discussion addresses the extent to which women in the field sites controlled the use of loans 
within their families, and also examines men's reactions to women's role as NGO-supported 
microentrepreneurs. This assessment allows a consideration of whether or not women's 
participation in this aspect of community intervention can be seen as empowering. Overall, the 
chapter lends support to the claim that despite participation's gendered risks and burdens, 
community intervention allows a process of change that produces possibilities for women to 
achieve greater control of the conditions of their lives (Kabeer 2011).
This chapter also reveals that participation presented women with an opportunity to access 
new knowledge, resources, services, relationships and information, and to exert a degree of 
control over the way these resources were used to assist their families. Women's new labour 
and knowledge made it possible for them to enhance their contribution to household 
wellbeing and livelihood and, as a result, participating women were understood by village 
leaders, NGO fieldworkers and by their own families, to have "improved". Many women also 
appeared to understand their own experience in these terms. This way of understanding the
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change in women's lives exists in a dynamic tension with the idea of women's empowerment 
(involving self-determination and collective struggle) that animates some community 
development theory and practice (Sardenberg 2008). This self-understanding reflects the 
persistence of gender and other inequalities that shape rural women's lives and structure 
poverty reduction efforts. Nonetheless the chapter argues that intervention creates 
meaningful opportunities for women to contest rights and resources within these unequal 
relationships. Women's participation can in this sense be regarded as empowering, as 
Cornwall (2007a:158) has also proposed.
The chapter demonstrates that in the field sites, the tensions and compatibilities between 
women's and NGOs' knowledge and aspirations produced unexpected possibilities for women 
-and men -  to employ NGO-promulgated knowledge in an ongoing negotiation of gender 
rights and roles taking place within households. This process required that women confront 
contradictions in the way that their knowledge of development was regarded. The chapter 
identifies the diverse ways that households, families and women negotiated these 
contradictions, employing "gender" and "women's rights" as concepts, constructs and tools for 
describing and working toward their aspirations and pursuing strategies for improvement in 
their lives.
Development in the family
We ... work together in the family, husband and wife. We do some work together.
Some work only my husband can do, and I do some other work, for example I do 
the harvest because he doesn't know how. He makes the compost. I go to 
meetings because I get tired of working at home. We all help with feeding the 
chickens and growing the vegetables. My husband made the garden plot and I 
plant and water the vegetables and look after the chickens, and my children help 
too. (w ll)
This woman's description of her family's division of tasks required by an NGO poverty 
reduction scheme draws attention to the labour and time that people must contribute as they 
put their "new knowledge" of development into practice (see Chapter Five). Her account also 
reflects how central the family and the household were to people's experience of participation 
in the field sites. As Chapter Five detailed, people took part in NGO schemes in the hope, and 
sometimes with confident anticipation, that participation would deliver "development in the 
family" (w25). The work that is required to achieve this goal must be undertaken -  negotiated,
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shared or contested -  by household members. While NGOs position the community as the 
target of analysis and intervention (Guijt and Shah 1998), any change at this level is mediated 
by people's desire for improvement in their family's situation -  and achieved by their 
investment of labour and time that must be negotiated within households.
Family is centrally important in rural Khmer life. It organises production, consumption, survival 
and reciprocity (Santry 2005; Ledgerwood and Vighen 2002; Giles 2004; O'Leary 2007a). Some 
analysts argue that family relationships have assumed even greater importance in the post­
war period, as other forms of solidarity and reciprocity have weakened (Ovesen et al 1996). As 
a primary institution organising social life, the family is also a central domain in which any 
gender equity outcome of community development is negotiated and achieved (Kabeer 2011). 
The family is, however, also a key social institution in which the feminisation of poverty, 
gendered violence and inequality are experienced and reproduced (Ministry of Women's 
Affairs 2009:7-15). Thus, the household is a site of both collaboration and interdependence 
between family members, and one of inequality and conflict. This dual character makes the 
household negotiation of participation significant to understanding how and why rural social 
change occurs. Although accounts from participants in this research (such as that which began 
this section) focused on the ways that family members co-operatively shared the tasks of 
participation, the persistence of gendered inequalities makes clear that closer attention to the 
ways in which women and men negotiate this process in their households is necessary.
Why target women? Two local NGO perspectives
To better understand how gender is implicated in household negotiations of community 
development, it is useful to consider how local NGOs position gender -  and specifically, 
women's roles -  in their work. The two NGOs that took part in this research regard women's 
participation as a way of realising their commitment to reducing gender inequality and the 
gendered impoverishment experienced by women (CLA 2013; CRDT 2013b). Both NGOs 
recognise that women are overrepresented among the poorest, and in their efforts to engage 
poor and poorest families they endeavour to involve women and particularly women-headed 
households (CRDT 2013a; CLA 2013). CLA supports additional projects intended to encourage 
women's collective action for poverty reduction and empowerment, for example by providing 
women's health education and forming mothers' groups as forums where women can assist 
one another, and share views and priorities with local authorities. In part, this work aims to
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equip women with knowledge and resources that will assist them to provide for their children, 
reflecting CLA's model of child-centred development (CLA 2013, 2009a). This is not atypical of 
community development, in which women are often positioned as the primary carers for 
children, and as therefore more invested in family wellbeing than the men in their households 
(Cornwall 2007b; Mayoux 2003). This reflects an instrumental approach to women, in which 
their participation is situated as necessary to achieving a range of development-related goals, 
such as an improvement in children's health or educational outcomes (Sardenberg 2008:18).
However women's participation is also presented by many development agencies including 
CLA and CRDT as having intrinsic benefits for women, because it contributes to an 
improvement in their circumstances. These NGOs also view women's participation as a way of 
ensuring whole-of-family and whole-of-community participation: women's participation is 
framed to ensure that women as well as men participate. As rural development organisations, 
CLA and CRDT also aim to recognise and enhance women's roles and skills as farmers and 
therefore people who add significant productive value to village economies. This reflects the 
rationale that women should be included in development in order to maximise human, social 
and economic capital for both community and national development. For these various 
reasons, women's participation is seen as crucial to successful community interventions.
Women's participation is also a requirement of international donors who fund this work. For 
these Northern organisations too, women's participation carries a mixture of instrumental and 
intrinsic value, since it is thought not only to empower them, but to more efficiently deliver 
development assistance. This approach to women has been dismissed as delivering 
"empowerment without power", since it positions empowerment as the predictable outcome 
of a technical intervention, rather than a transformation of power relations achieved through 
consciousness-raising and women's collective action (Sardenberg 2008:21-22; Cornwall 2002). 
Notwithstanding these limitations, attention to gender and to women's empowerment reflects 
a consensus among donors and implementing agencies that reducing gendered inequalities is 
necessary to Cambodia's development; and that women's participation in community and 
local development is one appropriate way to achieve this goal (Ministry of Women's Affairs 
2009). Thus a requirement to include women in community development reflects the 
influence of policies and narratives that originate far from the location of community 
interventions (Cornwall 2007b:163). From the perspectives of Cambodian government, 
implementing agencies and multilateral and international NGO donors, women's participation
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in community development is beneficial for individual women, their families and communities, 
for national development and indeed for efforts to improve the global status of women. Their 
participation thus carries a political significance and meaning that reaches far beyond the 
"development in the family" (w25) that women who took part in this research described 
striving to achieve.
Although women's participation is often understood as empowering for women, good for 
communities and a sign of progress toward gender equality, it also places new burdens and 
demands on women whose daily lives are punctuated by sharply gendered injustices (Goetz 
and Sen Gupta 1996). Just as people's participation in development is distinct from their 
control over the process or direction of social change (Cooke and Kothari 2001), women's 
participation does not imply their empowerment, nor does it necessarily lead to an 
improvement in their situation (Kabeer 1999, 2011). On the contrary, as Chapter Two made 
clear, women's participation can reflect their relative powerlessness in their communities, 
their greater malleability to intervention and the difficulty they face in opting out of or 
refusing to participate (Kilby 2011; Mayoux 2001). A combination of gendered inequalities and 
intervening agencies' focus on obtaining women's participation can result in women 
undertaking a disproportionate amount of the work that participation requires (Goetz and Sen 
Gupta 1996; Guijt and Shah 1998; Mayoux 2001; Rogaly 1996). As a result, community 
development risks both over-relying on women's time and labour and reinforcing their 
powerlessness.
Even when the material benefits of participation (such as advice, relationships and services) 
are directed toward women, women do not necessarily control decisions about how these 
resources are used (Kabeer 1999). In part to pre-empt this risk, both CLA and CRDT seek the 
consent of both husbands and wives to participate in projects. Husbands and wives must agree 
to participate and to co-operate in the work they undertake with advice and support from 
these NGOs. Nonetheless, as the chapter now discusses, in the experience of both NGOs 
women tend to be more active in community development than men.
In part this reflects the fact that both NGO fieldworkers and communities identified women as 
the people with responsibility for many of the household tasks that participation required. This 
was compounded by the more itinerant and mobile labour strategies of many men, which may 
take them away from their villages for days, weeks, months or years, particularly in the
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southeastern field sites where rates of labour migration are higher. Though women's labour 
migration (especially to urban industries) has increasing economic importance, conceptions of 
a good marriage continue to reflect a situation in which wives remain permanently in their 
villages while husbands may travel. It is usually younger, unmarried women who are sent to 
Phnom Penh to seek work in the garment industry (Derks 2008). Though many families, 
particularly the poorest, landless and recently married couples frequently do travel together to 
look for work, women remain strongly associated with the home and the village (FitzGerald 
2007). This contributes to a normative expectation that married women should remain in their 
villages. Aphorisms from Prey Veng, for example that "women in this village are widows for 
two weeks of each month!" (g20) reflected this association of women with stability, compared 
with men's mobility and intermittent presence in the village.
As a result of this gender division of labour mobility, women are more likely to be in the village 
when NGO workers come looking for families to participate. Based on this expectation, 
fieldworkers are also more likely to seek a woman to participate on her family's behalf. In 
short, because women are regarded as closely connected to home and family their 
participation tends to be prioritised. In addition in the field sites women perceived that men 
were reluctant to participate in NGO interventions themselves because they were "far away" 
(w22) from home -  literally, metaphorically, or both.
Thus, women's higher rate of participation in community development reflects a combination 
of factors. These include donor requirements, a mixture of instrumental and intrinsic 
rationales for targeting women, and an NGO analysis of the feminised and gendered character 
of poverty. In addition, this focus on women reflects NGO fieldworkers' own assumptions 
about appropriate gender roles, specifically that community development is appropriate work 
for women. This perspective is in sympathy with community perceptions about what work is 
appropriate work for women and men.
Because women are conflated with home, household and family, it appeared appropriate to 
fieldworkers, and to men and women in communities, that women participate actively in 
community development. In the field sites, much of the work of community development was 
perceived to be suitable for women, because it was associated with the home, home 
compound, keeping money safe and using money for household purposes. These were 
considered to be women's jobs (FitzGerald 2007), as these women's accounts make clear:
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Women are the bank in the home. The women work, it's not heavy work, and the 
husbands go out and make the money and they give the money to their wives and 
wives know how to use the money, so they do it like this. (w25)
Men go to work to make money, the women stay home and they are the 
important people who look after the money and the property, (gl)
We are women, we're the heads of our households, the heads of our families, we 
can't go far from our homes. We take care of the animals and vegetables. Only my 
husband goes away for work. My children go to school too, so I need to think 
about this. Yes, I need jobs I can do near my house. (w2)
Both men and women respondents perceived that it was appropriate for women to participate 
actively in development on their families' behalf, because men are "far away" (w22; gl3), and 
"only think about outside work" (w6). Though this perception partly reflected men's more 
mobile labour strategies, being far away from home was also a fluid concept: neighbouring 
Kampong Cham (g ll)  province, destinations in Kratie (w22) and Mondulkiri (wlO), Phnom 
Penh (g ll;  m3), the Gulf of Thailand (ml), Bangkok (g ll), and indeed "at the rice field or with 
the buffalo" (w24) or "feeding the cattle and going fishing" (glO) were among the various 
"outside" (w26; g4) places where men might be found.
Women often travelled as far or further than the men in their households -  to paddy fields, as 
petty traders, to markets, or to sell their labour in urban and rural settings. Nonetheless, both 
women and men perceived that men were more likely to be away from their homes. Their 
perceived distance from the home was presented as an important reason why women were 
responsible for the day-to-day activities that community development required. This reflects 
wider patterns of social expectation about women's responsibility for the domestic sphere 
(FitzGerald 2007:115).
As detailed in Chapter Five, people regarded participation in community development as a way 
of gaining new and useful knowledge that was relevant to the task of improving life. This 
motivation appeared particularly important for women, perhaps because their knowledge was 
often presented by research respondents as having been -  prior to community development -  
especially unfit and insufficient to the job of improving life. This reflects a more general 
perception that women require "improvement" (wl):
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Women have less knowledge than men, we want to understand and share 
especially when we get the information from the NGO, we want to increase our 
knowledge. In Cambodia women are so weak, so low in knowledge. (w30)
In their accounts women consistently expressed a desire to participate in community 
development in order to increase their knowledge (see Chapter Five). Development knowledge 
was seen not only to improve life, but also to produce an appropriately improved and 
gendered self. In field narratives, this 'improved woman' was characterised by her command 
of new knowledge and her responsibility for the tasks of community development, regarded as 
compatible with her gender role.
There are complexities in the way that women presented their knowledge. As in the account 
above, women sometimes articulated that they lacked knowledge relevant to improving life. 
However women also expressed the view that they "understand more" (w6) and had a greater 
interest in family and community development than men. Women presented this as reflecting 
their greater sense of responsibility for the tasks of community development, as well as their 
perceived greater mindfulness of the value of development participation. The following 
reflection from a woman in Prey Veng illustrates this dynamic:
Is it mostly women, or men, who are involved in development work?
It comes from the women. Women have more thoughts ... women think about the 
children and they are the heads of the family. Husbands only think about outside.
(w6)
This dual construction of women -  as at once lacking knowledge and knowing more about 
development than men -  reflects an inconsistency in how women's knowledge of 
development is positioned, both by women themselves, and by intervening NGOs.
Some women presented the case for their participation in terms of gender equality, women's 
solidarity, and the desirability of women's participation in decision-making both in the home 
and in community life. The following accounts highlight this:
Women go to the meetings because the husbands are away, and the women are 
at home and the women are motivated. We go because of gender. Women are 
the heads of households ... Before, men participated in all the important 
decisions, so not so many girls went to school. This is why girls should go to school 
and women should go to meetings. (w22)
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We know each other's hearts, we're all women. (g3)
We're women, the same. We understand each o ther... The women are close to
each other, but the men are shy. (wl6)
In such accounts women presented "gender" (w22; gl2) as "women's rights" (gl9; g20) 
rationales for their participation not only in the household tasks required by participation, but 
also in meetings and CBOs supported by NGOs. Thus, a commitment to "gender" was also 
perceived to involve deepening relationships with other women in the community -  including 
in NGO-supported groups. Equally, "gender" was understood to mean "participating in 
important decisions", sending girls to school, and generally taking advantage of the 
knowledge, relationships and resources delivered by NGOs (w22). In this manner, women used 
the language of gender and rights to describe a range of aspirations that they held for 
themselves, their families and communities. Taking part in NGO-supported opportunities to 
achieve these aspirations was understood as animating the positive values associated with 
these concepts. This is a further example of the way in which participating people, in this case 
specifically women, used the development-oriented language and practices promulgated 
NGOs to work toward their aspirations for an improvement in life. While "gender" was 
presented in these accounts as an idea introduced by NGOs, it appeared to resonate strongly 
with women's own aspirations. Though incorporated into household labour strategies in ways 
that reflected predominant perceptions of the limited value of women's time and labour 
(FitzGerald 2007:115) (and in particular, the assumption that women will be able to readily 
incorporate this range of new work into their daily lives), ideas about gender and rights and a 
focus on women's participation also created opportunities for women to work toward 
aspirations for change and improvement.
Aspirations and activities associated with "gender" and "women's rights" were often 
presented by respondents in the context of their fit with tradition and culture. This was the 
case for both men and women respondents and is reflected in the statement that:
We join because of gender -  women are the heads of the household. (w22)
Here, the woman speaking situated "gender" in terms of its compatibility with what she 
presented as women's role as me pteah (the head of the household or literally, "mother of the 
home"), and associated responsibility for household tasks and for managing household savings
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earned by men (Giles 2004; Ledgerwood 1996). In interviews, women presented this role as a 
central aspect of Khmer culture, characteristic of "our Khmer families" (w25):
This is our culture. The women look after the money ... The men go to Phnom 
Penh ... or to collect feed for the cows ... Only the women stay at home. (g2)
Women want to know more than men, they want to know all about development.
They are in charge of family life, so they need to know about everything to do 
with social activities. (g4)
In this manner, women presented the perceived new ideas of gender equality and rights in 
terms of their compatibility, and indeed their apparently seamless fit, with tradition and 
Khmer culture. Women appealed to tradition and the cultural appropriateness of their 
participation not only to underscore that the tasks and labour of community development 
were appropriately female-gendered because of their connection to the household 
(Ledgerwood 1996; Resurreccion 2006), but also to claim their right to take part in new 
institutions and opportunities created by development intervention: community groups, 
training, microfinance, schools, health clinics. Women drew both on what they perceived as 
new ideas, such as gender equity, and narratives of women's traditional role, to claim the 
benefits of participation in NGO schemes and in a wider project of development and 
improvement. Their accounts suggest that women employed ideas of tradition, culture and 
development deftly and strategically in order to access the benefits of intervention; even 
though they bore the greater burden of responsibility for their households' participation in 
community development, and continued to experience gendered inequality (Ministry of 
Women's Affairs 2009, 2012; Hill and Heng 2004). This is suggestive of a negotiation of cultural 
expectations and norms of gender, and women's strategic adoption and adaptation of 
development-oriented interventions and ideas. In turn this suggests a situation in which there 
may be more flux and accommodation than characterisations of rural Cambodian resistance to 
social change necessarily accede (Hasselskog 2009:151).
Negotiating the work of community development
Although women in many families took primary responsibility for the day-to-day work and 
learning opportunities that community development presented, there was considerable 
diversity in how households shared and divided these. The following four accounts of how 
households in various situations negotiated their participation illustrate this diversity.
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In the first of these accounts, a man permanently disabled by injuries sustained while working 
illegally in the ocean fishing industry in southern Thailand (the loss of a leg and sight in one 
eye) described how he and his household divided the tasks required by an NGO:
In this house, there are my three children and one nephew -  two girls and two 
boys, and my wife and myself... Before I was always away, I was always busy -  
now everyone in my family is busy. I was never home. It was very difficult. Now 
I've got a loan and I've used it to grow vegetables, raise animals and start a 
business [a shop selling household goods]. I'm the only one who has ideas [about 
what to do with the loans], and my children help me sell things. I have the ideas 
and my wife helps me do the work. We also make rice wine and sell it in Kampong 
Cham [province]. We go to Kampong Cham three or four times a month, we take 
six big oil containers full of rice wine on the moto. I wanted to come home and 
start a business but it wasn't possible before, I had no knowledge about animal 
raising or agriculture. We're smarter than before, we know more, (m l)
In this account the speaker positioned himself as primarily responsible for decisions and labour 
related to household livelihood. Though women who took part in this research often 
positioned themselves as the heads of households, this account reflects that household 
authority in Cambodia ultimately rests with husbands, reflecting men's higher status and role 
as final arbitrators of decisions within families (Ministry of Women's Affairs 2012; UNIFEM et 
al 2004). In the account above, taking on a role connected to the household and household 
labour may also reflect that as a result of his disability this man was less able to travel to seek 
work, which as detailed above is often associated with expectations of men's "breadwinning" 
role (O'Leary 2006:28). As the "head of the household", he understood himself as the person 
who had ideas about what to borrow money from the NGO for, while his wife and children 
played supporting roles, "helping him do the work".
By contrast, the following account from a woman describes how she, her daughter and her HIV 
positive husband shared the work of participation as a "community of three". Support from 
NGOs allowed them to sustain a division of labour in which she was responsible for "NGO 
work" while he sought opportunities to sell his labour to others in the village:
In our house there's my husband and I, and one child. I study with the NGO and I 
work, and my daughter works in the small factory here in this village. The NGO 
staff gave us rice seeds, they gave us a lot: a blanket, a mug, a pan for cooking, 
glasses to drink from, a uniform and books for our child. They told us to build a 
fence and make compost and we've borrowed twice to buy pigs. We bought five 
piglets and two died and we sold some, and we built a well. We have 30 ar of rice 
land and the NGO gave us 60 kilos of rice and we also get an extra 30 kilos each
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month. That's because my husband has HIV -  but I don't! ... Our situation is OK, 
unless he gets sick. We are a community of three, we share the work. He goes out 
to look for work and I take care of the animals and vegetables -  this is women's 
work. Our daughter makes money and contributes too. (w3)
As a further example of the various ways in which households in different circumstances 
divided and shared the labour of participation, in the following account a woman described 
how she had started a small business together with her father:
In my household there is my father, my two children, my older sister, my younger 
brother, and me. My daughters are 14 and seven. Seven years ago my husband 
died, he went to a healer and he was sick for 10 days and then he died. My 
brother and my brother-in-law's families live next door, one on either side of me 
... I've borrowed to start a small business. I've had some success ... I understood 
clearly that people always need food to eat, so I knew I would make a profit if I 
could sell food to people ... I think to myself about the future of this business. My 
father always supports my ideas, he never rejects them. Now he has started a 
business fixing bicycle tyres at home. Now it's better than before. In the past my 
father lived away from here, but after my husband died he came to help me look 
after the family, and help me to do business. He looks after my children. (w4)
These examples illustrate the diverse ways in which household members negotiated the labour 
required by participation. In particular, these examples draw attention to the various roles 
played by different family members -  parents and children, as well as husbands and wives -  in 
households with various circumstances.
This theme is also clear in the following account, which draws attention to the important role 
of children's labour in achieving family development:
We all work together with the NGO in this family -  my husband, me, my children. 
My children plant vegetables and learn about children's rights. We have to plant 
the vegetables and build a fence, so my children helped to make the fence ... We 
are fish wholesalers, and we sell groceries outside our house too. It's good to sell 
fish at rice transplanting time because everyone's too busy to go and buy their 
own fish. We collect the fish from Svay Rieng province, and sell it here and in 
other villages. If I'm too busy my husband helps, he collects the fish. He gets up 
and does the ploughing at four in the morning and then he comes home and then 
he goes and gets the fish from Svay Rieng and delivers them to the customers and 
then he goes back to the rice field. (wl3)
Taken together these examples highlight the flexibility with which households divided 
responsibilities for participation in community development among their members. These 
excerpts also underscore that every member of a household could have a role to play, and
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work to undertake, in order to achieve a family's successful participation. In the field sites 
household participation entailed roles for children and older people, brothers and sisters, 
children and sometimes neighbours, as well as for husbands and wives. The accounts above 
also suggest that families valued the fluidity with which they could incorporate participation 
into their existing household livelihood strategies. Thus, while there were divergences in how 
NGOs and households understood the purpose and value of interventions, NGO methods 
allowed sufficient flexibility that households were able to make participation relevant to their 
diverse situations.
Despite this diversity in household arrangements, most women respondents attested to 
greater involvement in the work of community development than their husbands or other 
family members. Generally, it was women who attended training and meetings, met informally 
with NGO staff, managed new small businesses, borrowed and repaid microcredit loans, and 
tended to the pigs, chickens and gardens established with advice from fieldworkers. Though 
this suggests that participation placed new demands on women's time and labour, these 
women rejected the suggestion that they bore too great a responsibility for their families' 
participation. They were adamant that they shared the responsibilities of participation with 
other members of their households, and in particular with their husbands:
At meetings, it's women and men. We do it together. We talk together. We take
loans together. We do it all together. (w5)
This excerpt is representative of women's strongly expressed view that participation is a co­
operative effort shared by women and men. It suggests not only that women perceived 
community development work as fitting for women, but also that they valued the learning and 
opportunities that participation presented and were therefore prepared to invest their time 
and labour in these opportunities. Although participation compounded the demands on 
women's time and labour, these women wanted to obtain the benefits they believed 
participation could deliver to their families.
The improvement in life that community development appeared to offer was a compelling 
reason why women continued to participate despite the time and labour that participation 
required. Women consistently presented the new labour of participation as making their lives 
busier than before they participated. However, they also presented this new labour as a
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manageable addition to their workload; and as a welcome change from not having enough to 
do. The following accounts reinforce this claim:
Before I had a lot of time, but I didn't know what to do. I'd just walk around the 
village but there was no money to be found. Now I have a lot of work to do. (w ll)
Before, after harvest and planting, I had nothing to do. I just stayed at home.
Now, things have changed so much ... Now, I'm busy. But I want to be busy! (wl7)
We have things to do in the dry season. Before, we just slept. Now we have 
vegetables and so on, and we can send our children to Phnom Penh, and we have 
chickens and pigs and ducks. We have more jobs. (g4)
Gender inequality manifests in rural Cambodia in a tendency for both women and men to 
overlook and undervalue women's labour, time and contribution to household livelihood 
(FitzGerald 2007:115). Indeed in many contexts where gender inequality is pronounced, 
ethnographic approaches find that poor women are the busiest people in their communities, 
despite men's and women's perceptions that their work is relatively less difficult and valuable 
(Chambers 2005). However, across genders the experience of impoverishment can also involve 
lacking work (Chambers 2005). Rural Cambodian women's accounts of a perceived change in 
their degree of 'busy-ness' can usefully be considered in the context of these distinct 
possibilities (that is, either women did lack jobs, or they were busy but their work was 
undervalued).
Women's accounts suggest that their degree of time poverty prior to, and after, participation 
in community development varied. Though some women felt that they were "equally busy" 
(w25) before and after participation, a majority recounted a dramatic shift from having too 
much unproductive time prior to participating (especially outside of paddy harvest and 
transplanting times). In addition to an actual increase in labour and tasks, this change may in 
part reflect women's perception of moving from labour that was purposeless to labour with 
purpose. This following account indicates this possibility:
Before, we were very busy, but we got nothing for it. We had no plan, no work to 
do. Now, we're not as busy because we have a plan -  when to sow, when to plant, 
when to participate. (w5)
This research is unable to suggest whether there was a correlation between the depth of 
individual women's poverty and the degree to which their lives became busier as a result of
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participation (to wit, whether the poorest women were or were not busier than less poor 
women prior to or after participating). Nor can the research ascertain the extent to which 
women's perception of being busy was reflected in their actual use of time. However, it is 
significant that women, regardless of how "busy" (w5) they felt they were prior to and after 
participation in development, consistently recounted a change from having fewer jobs to do, 
especially outside of harvest and planting times, to having more jobs to do. In this sense 
participation can be understood to involve (and require) a reorganisation of time and labour in 
participating families, and in particular an intensification of women's use of time and labour.
Women presented this change as a positive transformation in life. In their accounts, they 
presented being busy and having more work to do as positive attributes:
After the NGO came I started to sell rice noodles. I was busier than before. People 
said ... oh, you've changed, this year your life is better than before, you'll never 
lack food like before. I felt happy. (w32)
In such accounts, being busier than before is equated with earning the respect and admiration 
of other people, as well as associated with an improvement in the material conditions of life. 
This change may in part reflect perceptions of what kinds of work are valuable: while poor and 
poorest women may indeed have been extremely time poor, their labour was not necessarily 
regarded as valuable or experienced as leading to an improvement in life. By contrast the 
entrepreneurial 'busy-ness' made possible by participation in an NGO microcredit scheme was 
regarded as leading to a significant change in circumstances.
To sum up, the lives of rural people are characterised by hard work and conducted under 
exploitative conditions (Grünewald 1990). The attraction of participation in community 
development is that this labour can lead to a sustained improvement in life. This is in contrast 
to the work that many families undertook prior to participating, when their labour may have 
led to little or no improvement in their situation -  and indeed may have done nothing to 
prevent their further impoverishment. This reality contributed to women's sense that the 
increased workload required by community development was "normal" (wl2), or "like always" 
(w25). The following accounts indicate:
We're busy, we're tired, but we're happy, (w l)
I'm busy, but that's normal. (wl2)
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No, I'm not tired. When I have money, I don't feel tired! (w2)
In addition to the sense that the work of community development was purposeful, these 
accounts suggest that women were also grateful, proud and relieved to have taken on the 
responsibilities required by NGOs. In this way, the labour that community development asked 
of women contributed to their perception of not only having useful knowledge but also having 
responsibility for necessary work leading to an improvement in household circumstances. In 
large part this reflects women's ability to access new resources that could assist their families. 
Access to microcredit loans was very important in this context. The chapter now turns to 
consider the ways in which men and women negotiated household access to microcredit, and 
with what outcomes for gender roles.
Anxiety, confidence and credit in household microfinance
[In 1999 we were poor because] there was no NGO to help us. We had three years 
of drought -  it was so bad. There were no businesses -  if we thought of 
something we wanted to sell, or something we wanted to do, we didn't have any 
money [to do it], (m l)
As detailed in Chapter Five, access to microcredit was the primary initial motivation for 
participation for many families. Most poor rural Cambodian families are unable to access 
credit from for-profit microcredit agencies or rural banks because they lack assets required as 
collateral against loans. When families borrow it is mostly from family members or from 
moneylenders, who may charge rates of interest that are extremely difficult if not impossible 
for families to repay (WAC 2002). In the field sites respondents recounted that repayment of 
loans from family members or other people in the village was usually in labour or rice, often at 
difficult terms (see Chapter Six). Participation in this debt economy was necessary for these 
families, but the difficulty of repaying debts could possibly trap them in deepening poverty. 
Poor and poorest Cambodian households very often carry high rates of debt, usually accrued 
to moneylenders or other households (FitzGerald 2007:121). Indeed, indebtedness is a primary 
cause of rural landlessness, including in the southeastern field sites (WAC 2002; World Bank 
2008).
Since the mid-1990s there has been a rapid increase in the number and reach of both non­
profit and commercial microcredit agencies in Cambodia (Asia Resource Centre for 
Microfinance 2013). These new rural banks and microcredit agencies generally require land
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title or fungible assets as guarantees against loans, thereby excluding many poor and poorest 
farming families. This has compounded rural perceptions of formal credit as an entitlement of 
the better off:
Credit agencies are for the medium income people, for [farm] machinery and 
houses. (g8)
While most respondents in this research said they had no idea what to do to improve their 
lives prior to the NGO intervention, a number said they would have started a small business to 
generate non-farm income, but lacked the capital required (w22; m l). There was nowhere for 
them to access credit at rates they could repay.
A perception of credit as a risk-laden activity remained even when people borrowed from 
NGOs or not-for-profit credit agencies. The following excerpts indicate:
Some people are afraid to borrow because they aren't sure they'll be able to pay 
back a loan. (w34)
I was worried, because the ideas for the business were my own. I was afraid.
(w30)
I was worried when I took the loan. I wasn't sure if I could pay back. It all depends 
on the livestock and the fish, if they live and if they're healthy or not. (m3)
We were scared, scared -  but we borrowed. (w31)
Yes, we were afraid we wouldn't be able to pay back a big loan [from the NGO], 
but if I had to keep on borrowing from the moneylender that would have been 
the end of us! (w24)
Not all families shared this concern about borrowing, as the following accounts illustrate:
It was possible for me to pay back, I'm strong. I didn't worry, (wl)
I wasn't frightened that I couldn't pay back the loan. I worked together with my 
husband, we worked hard and we felt confident. (w2)
I wasn't afraid we'd make a loss. We had chickens, rice, cakes to sell: I never 
worried about the profit. And we can pay back and then get a new loan. (w3)
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However, even these more optimistic account suggests that borrowing may well be 
characterised by apprehension and worry, if those borrowing are not as "strong" (wl) as the 
women whose accounts are presented above.
Chapters Five and Six described how participation required people to test the usefulness of 
new knowledge and behaviours. The case of microcredit loans makes clear that a degree of 
risk inheres in such experimentation. To borrow involves anxiety, since households may not 
make a profit and may struggle to repay their loan. For many families, to borrow was to act 
against the grain of expectation and prior experience. Yet women in the field sites also drew 
attention to the limited choices available to them and to their families: the risk of 
indebtedness was frightening but they perceived they had "no choice" (w30) but to borrow. 
This brings into relief the dual character of community development. It creates possibilities 
and options, expanding choice, but it also creates a trajectory of action that, for the people 
who adopt it, appears as one that cannot be refused. It seems the only way to improve life.
Though women recognised the risks associated with borrowing, there was a clear appetite for 
participation in microcredit:
I worried I would not be able to pay back the loan, I worried. But I wanted to do it.
(w4)
Indeed, in villages where community interventions involving microcredit had become an 
accepted part of the social landscape over time, this perception of risk had faded:
We've had ten years of development now, it's not difficult! It's not difficult to 
keep track of the capital, the loan, and so on. (w5)
Individual women also described becoming more confident over time that they 
could manage the risk involved in microcredit:
The first time I borrowed I felt a bit worried, but my business went well so I didn't 
worry any more. At first I felt a bit scared, but once saw that it went well I wasn't 
scared anymore. (w20)
These accounts of borrowing are significant because they suggest that for many women 
borrowers, microcredit's risks were regarded as generally manageable and worthwhile 
because they led to improvements in livelihood. In this sense the manageable risk of
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borrowing from an NGO was central to the process of coming to a new awareness of the self 
as able to act and access resources for development, described in Chapter Five.
Microcredit approaches have been critiqued as placing too much burden of expectation, risk 
and responsibility on women (Kilby 2011; Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996; Kabeer 2011; Mayoux 
2000a, 2003; Rogaly 1996). While women in this research did bear greater responsibility for 
managing the risk, labour and responsibility bound up with microcredit schemes, they 
themselves presented this situation as nonetheless producing tangible improvements in 
livelihoods, and in their control of opportunities and resources to improve life. These are, as 
Kabeer (1999, 2011) has argued, central components of empowerment. In this manner, 
participating women used the opportunities that microcredit presented to improve their 
situation, despite the gendered inequalities that inhered in how microcredit was delivered and 
negotiated within communities.
Women research respondents highlighted the benefits of microfinance while downplaying the 
potential drawbacks of this form of assistance. Women borrowers were adamant, almost 
without exception, that there were minimal problems with microcredit schemes. However it is 
unlikely that they would have divulged information about problems for fear of drawing NGO 
attention to these issues and thereby jeopardising the future provision of funds. For example 
in CLA's microcredit model, groups of five to seven families stand guarantor for each other's 
loans (CLA 2013, 2009a:8). If a family finds it impossible to repay a loan, the others in the 
group must repay on their behalf. Late repayment or non-payment by one or more members 
can thus create a financial burden for other group members and can create intra-group 
conflict as well as exclusion and shame for the non-repaying member (Mayoux 2001). Either as 
a disincentive to, or a punishment for, non-payment, some loan guarantor groups could 
negotiate to charge additional interest on late repayments. In Prey Veng, fieldworkers have 
sought to discourage this practice, concerned that it could discourage poorer households from 
participating. Thus it is unlikely that people would divulge information about such sensitive 
intra-group financial arrangements in research interviews (or to NGO staff). This underscores 
that it is difficult for intervening agencies, even those with close relationships with community 
members, to fully understand how people negotiate, distribute and benefit from the funds and 
assistance provided. As Chapter Six has demonstrated, the ways in which people negotiate 
their participation in community development reflect existing solidarities and inequalities and 
are therefore neither necessarily equitable nor fair. The limited control that NGOs have over
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how resources such as credit are negotiated does mean that their interventions can 
inadvertently deepen inequalities and exclusion. At the same time however, the accounts 
above demonstrate that such schemes created opportunities for a positive transformation in 
the situation of a significant number of people who took part.
Indeed, all respondents in this research were adamant that microcredit loans had assisted 
them. Although some women acknowledged the anxiety that accompanied microcredit loans, 
they still regarded borrowing from an NGO as the best option available to them. For 
participating women, the two most significant flaws of microcredit schemes were that a) not 
everyone who wanted a loan could access one and b) they would prefer to be able to borrow 
larger amounts. In addition, women identified that not everyone in communities who would 
benefit from low interest loans was able to access them, because of the limited scale of the 
NGO's operation as a microcredit agency. In some villages, women recounted that competition 
from NGOs had forced moneylenders to drop their rates, or had put local moneylenders out of 
business altogether:
Before we had a moneylender, but not anymore, not now the NGO is here. (g2)
This suggests that microcredit loans, though they create new risks and anxieties, do effectively 
assist some households and begin to respond to a significant community need. Microcredit 
tends to exclude the poorest, places additional burdens of risk and responsibility on women, 
and is incorporated into daily life in ways that reflect existing inequalities within communities 
and between women and men in households. Nevertheless, women nevertheless frequently 
recounted a significant positive change in life as a result of the businesses they had established 
with microcredit loans. In particular, these contributed to a shift in women's perception of 
themselves, as people who commanded knowledge, resources and relationships that were 
valuable to household livelihood. The following section explores the ways in which this shift in 
perception was negotiated within households.
Happy husbands, women entrepreneurs and microcredit
As this chapter has illustrated, the work of participation was negotiated in various ways by 
households in different circumstances. Nevertheless in most households women bore a 
disproportionate responsibility for the labour and risk of participation, and in particular for
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borrowing and repaying NGO microcredit loans. However, as the critical literature on 
participation has observed, women's responsibility for loan repayments does not imply their 
empowerment to make decisions about or control how this money is used (Kabeer 1999; 
Mayoux 2003). This is another reason microcredit has been criticised for failing to achieve an 
empowerment outcome for women (Kabeer 2011; Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996; Mayoux 
2000a).
Women respondents in this research drew attention their husbands' support for their 
involvement in community development generally, and in microcredit schemes in particular. 
However, their insistence that their husbands were "not angry" (w2), and were "happy" (wlO), 
suggests that women perceived that their participation could present a potential challenge to 
the authority of husbands. This reflects gender norms which -  while undergoing change -  
require Cambodian women to display deference to men's authority. For example, where 
management of household finances is concerned, "although women exercise ... control over 
day to day financial decision-making, men are considered the head of the household and have 
the final say over decisions about livelihood matters" (MWA 2009:8). In the context of such 
expectations, women's narratives in this research suggest their careful negotiation of men's 
authority, and also of expectations of appropriate gender behaviour.
Women respondents were at pains to point out that decisions about how to spend the funds 
provided by the NGO were made jointly with other members of their households and, in 
particular, in consultation with their husbands:
We plan ahead and decide what to borrow fo r ... Husbands and wives decide 
together, (gl)
We always discuss it in the family before we borrow any money -  for example, 
with our husbands. (g3)
The ideas for the business are mine, but my husband knows. My husband was 
happy when I came home and said "let's do all this". (w2)
My husband is happy. We help each other, husband and wife. For example, if he's 
away, I'll look after the rice wine production, which he does if he is here. (w20)
We do the work with the NGO together in my family, my husband and I. I have the 
ideas about what to do with the loan and I go ahead and do it. It's always been 
like this in my marriage. (w22)
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These narratives focus on the unanimity presented as characterising decision-making. This 
includes agreement between husbands and wives about what to use money for, the shared 
quality of decisions, men's support for their wives' initiative and ideas, and husbands' 
contributions of time and labour to support the small businesses undertaken with loans.
In their accounts, a number of women described their husbands as "happy" to share tasks and 
support their wives' initiative in business (w25; w22; w2; w7). However, women were careful 
to underscore the mutual nature of decisions about how to use loans, and presented 
participation as something that did not disturb the unity and the agreement of "husband and 
wife" (w9; w20). Such statements suggest the careful balance that women struck between 
their own control of resources and opportunities for "development in the family" (w25), and 
any actions that might be perceived as disturbing gendered hierarchies in the family.
Participating men did not appear to regard community development as an intervention that 
divested them of authority. In part this reflects the shared perception of men, women and 
fieldworkers that community development was appropriate for women. In the field sites, both 
women and men presented participation as a way of "improving" (g2) women, and making it 
possible for women to make a greater contribution to family livelihood. Men expressed their 
appreciation that the women had become able to offer more to their families' livelihood (gl9; 
g20). This suggests that women's active participation in microfinance and community 
intervention reduced the pressure and expectation on men to provide for their families (Giles 
2004).
In establishing participation as something undertaken by and for families (rather than by and 
for women), and by providing opportunities for women's participation that cohered with ideas 
about appropriate work and roles for women, community development made it possible for 
women to conceive of, plan and undertake small businesses that led to a sometimes very 
significant change in their own and their families' lives. Some women's hesitancy to articulate 
their leadership in this process suggests it is an area that they must negotiate carefully, in 
order to access and maintain control over new resources and opportunities, without upsetting 
gendered norms and expectations within the household. Nonetheless, men in general 
appeared to regard women's participation as positive, something that made family life better. 
Taken together with the reported reduction in men's use of violence in some households (see 
Chapter Five), this shift characterises the transition from deeper to less deep poverty. This
228
process can be considered empowering (Kabeer 1999), even though it occurs within a 
relationship of ongoing gender inequality in which women's expansion of their role and 
command of opportunities requires careful negotiation (Cornwall 2007b).
NGOs and women: building relationships with families
One reason why people wanted to borrow from NGOs despite the risk and anxiety that this 
potentially involved was that they valued the flexibility, informality and support that 
characterised their relationships with NGO field staff. Fieldworkers delivered credit, but they 
also provided information that people valued, so that they were better able to manage the risk 
inherent in borrowing. This was reflected in perceptions, in Prey Veng, of CLA as a preferred 
provider of credit:
I only work with CLA. The rate is lowest of all. And I get the technical advice and 
some advice about health and sanitation. Sometimes when the staff come to get 
the money I say I don't have the money today so please come tomorrow and the 
staff will come back. I love them. I never feel angry or disappointed when CLA asks 
so many questions or makes many demands, such as "build the fence!" and so on.
It's good that the ... staff come to remind and advise [me] and I follow them and 
now everything is better...
I prefer to borrow from CLA because it's low interest. And they provide the 
technical advice about growing vegetables. I learnt about health too. No, I 
wouldn't borrow from a non-profit microcredit agency, not even if the interest 
rate was good. The NGO that is easy for me to contact and communicate with is 
CLA. (w22)
This excerpts suggests that people valued NGO credit provision because it is low interest, but 
also because it was provided in the context of flexible support and accompanied by useful 
information about how to improve life, including advice about undertaking a small business 
(Mayoux 2003). Critical assessments present NGOs as unintentionally establishing themselves 
as patrons of impoverished people, replicating the relationships of hierarchy and dependence 
that they seek to overcome (O'Leary 2006; Santry 2005; Kilby 2011; Pearson 2011a, 2011b; 
Leonard et al 2010). The field accounts detailed above suggest that while people did depend 
on the low-interest credit and information provided by NGOs, these interventions also created 
opportunities for women to expand their control over their livelihood and the future of their 
families. This points to a complex situation in which dependence, improvement and social 
transformation can coexist.
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Women in many participating families were responsible for managing day-to-day relationships 
with NGO fieldworkers and other intervening agencies on behalf of their households. These 
women made time for meetings, attended training, repaid loans, told fieldworkers about their 
lives, and listened to fieldworkers' advice and encouragement. In villages in Prey Veng, a 
number of NGOs and other development agencies operate. Families in these villages carefully 
assessed the benefits that each of these different agencies provided:
Two other NGOs have savings groups here in this village too. CLA was the first 
NGO here. CLA came in 1999. There's also a rice bank here, supported by a third 
NGO. This NGO gives rice to each family, 10 kilos after each harvest, and they 
return 12 kilos to the NGO and they keep it in a single hut, then each family has to 
plant this same rice again. (g2)
[The international NGO] gives target families two bags of cement and a half a bag 
of sand for a pig pen. [This NGO] has helped us raise one pig, and with agriculture 
as well. (w8)
Occasionally, women appeared somewhat apprehensive about admitting that they worked 
with other NGOs as well as with CLA:
I also work with [an international NGO], You won't be angry? They gave us some 
fish, more than 500, and four chickens. But CLA has delivered a lot of prosperity. A 
lot! We really want to keep going, and do everything. (wlO)
Clearly people often regarded the assistance of an NGO as something that could, or should, be 
repaid by their loyalty to a single organisation. This can be understood as reflecting the 
hierarchical character of development-oriented relationships in rural Cambodia. While some 
aspects akin to patronage are reproduced in this relationship, participating people also drew 
attention to the immediacy and personal quality of their relationship with fieldworkers. For 
example, in Prey Veng research respondents remembered meeting CLA's director, the 
"respected aunt" (gl) who was the first NGO fieldworker to invite people to participate in 
community development in the mid-1990s:
We remember clearly when she came ... We felt happy when she came, (gl)
[I remember] she said, "you have great leaves for compost in your garden" and I 
said, "what are you talking about?", then she took the leaves and put them in the 
compost and I thought "I'll try". We'd never thought of that before. If we never 
have a teacher, we can't learn. (w6)
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These accounts illustrate the personal relationship that participating people developed with 
NGO fieldworkers. The personal characteristics of fieldworkers -  such as their approachability 
and knowledge -  were valued highly. Thus, if NGOs were perceived as akin to patrons, they 
were also regarded as useful and relatively fair patrons who were likely to have the interests of 
villagers at heart. Non-government organisations command respect and a degree of authority, 
but little fear if compared to other patrons such as state appointed politicians (Hughes 2006; 
Öjendal and Kim 2006). Women's role in managing these personal relationships with 
fieldworkers delivered opportunities and benefits to their households. As a result, women had 
new opportunities to broker resources within their households, thereby exerting some degree 
of control over the process of "development in the family" (w25).
Women in community groups
In addition to managing relationships with NGO fieldworkers, women were primarily 
responsible for their households' participation in NGO-supported community groups. Chapter 
Six discussed how participation in such groups reflects existing reciprocities and relationships 
of trust and distrust within communities. However, participation in these groups can also be 
considered through a gender lens, given women's high rates of participation. Women's 
participation in meetings and groups created new routines and uses of time and village space 
by groups of women (Cornwall 2002):
It's almost always women in meetings, not men. Sometimes we are busy, but 
everyone has time to come. We don't worry [about that]. We have time, we find a 
good time to meet together, (gl)
At meetings, it's mostly women. Sometimes the men are asleep by the time the 
women get home from the meeting! A meeting can take one or two hours. (g2)
Once a month there's a group meeting. We meet together and we talk about 
health and HIV or a teacher comes to talk. Mostly it's women who come. It's easy 
for the women to talk together, and also Chanty [the field worker] is a woman.
(w25)
Women experienced their use of these spaces, and participation in these new routines, as 
positive. Specifically, membership of CBOs was felt to create an opportunity for women to 
exchange information with each other, and to obtain new knowledge:
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The women want to join the meetings. They want to meet each other. They can 
understand each other, and speak to each o ther... They want to increase their 
knowledge. (w30)
Women sometimes framed their acquisition of knowledge in CBOs in terms of a vocabulary of 
rights (w30; g4) and gender. For example, women described enjoying working and learning in 
CBOs because they had been denied the opportunity to attend school as girls (glO), or because 
the principle of "gender" meant that "women should go to meetings" and "participate in all 
the important decisions" (w22).
As a result of their participation in community groups, women developed stronger 
relationships with one another. Respondents presented these relationships as characterised by 
enjoyment and sociability:
Sometimes we dance and sing, and don't get home until very late. (w32)
We often have meetings, and we share ideas. Now we're happy when we meet.
We never used to meet before, we all worked on our own, we didn't talk to each 
other. (g7)
As Chapter Six identified, women and men members of CBOs met each month to share ideas 
and experiences, and to attend to practical tasks such as pooling and borrowing from savings 
groups. The accounts above, however, underscore that participation in community groups also 
produced new opportunities for women's sociability and enjoyment, as well as new 
reciprocities between households that were managed primarily by women.
Members of CBOs also developed closer informal relationships with one another, outside the 
exchanges within CBOs. Women recounted that neighbours and family members now asked 
them for advice about how to grow vegetables, run businesses, or for health advice (w2; w3). 
As an aspect of this new sociability and closer informal relationships, women respondents 
attested to speaking more openly with others about their lives. Some women explained that 
before they joined community groups they felt "alone" (w28) -  whereas now, they "talk 
together" (g4; w l5) and "share our information" (g4). In this sense one consequence of 
participation was a new talkativeness about both daily life and the daily work of "development 
in the family". Thus, community development intervention produced new opportunities for 
women to discuss a range of development-oriented issues as well as everyday matters; and
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presented a development-framed vocabulary of rights and gender that women found useful to 
employ in describing their experiences and aspirations.
While participation in the meetings and routines of self-help groups was often initially 
motivated by a desire for development in the family, women also valued the opportunity to 
share and learn about one another's lives. Some women presented participation in community 
groups as a reprieve from the monotony of "working at home" (w20), and as a chance to "talk 
together" (w25) and "dance and sing" (w32). While -  as Chapter Five illustrated in relation to 
the activities of CBOs -  the information that women valued and shared was not always the 
same information that the NGO believed was most useful for women, these informal peer-to- 
peer exchanges featured prominently in women's accounts. For instance, women shared 
information with each other about how much they paid for items at the market (g20); how to 
deal with an angry husband (gl6); how to identify cheats and thieves (gl8); and where their 
daughters could seek work in Phnom Penh (g4). They also invited one another to weddings and 
ceremonies (w3). They talked about their small businesses and whether anyone in their family 
was sick (gl). These women presented these as significant changes, suggestive of enhanced 
political voice (see Chapter Five) and networks of trust (see Chapter Six) that are conducive to 
and constitutive of empowerment. The emphasis that women placed on these relationships 
and social exchanges suggest that it is not so much that family development led to community 
development -  but rather that family and community development occurred together in ways 
that created new spaces for women and their families to rework daily life. Chapter Eight 
develops this discussion, focusing on how the process of community organising engages and 
alters patterns of gendered mobility to produce greater (though still vulnerable) livelihood 
security for households and families.
Conclusion
Participation created a time burden, expectations and new risks and anxieties that, in the field 
sites, were borne disproportionately by women in many families. In this sense, women's 
participation reflected the persistence of established gendered inequalities. However, it also 
produced a change in family circumstances for which women were often primarily responsible, 
and of which they were proud. Women's labour and time produced improved household 
circumstances, and widened women's sphere of acceptable social influence -  the home, 
garden, responsibility for family savings, caring for children and managing relationships with
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other women in the village. Women's learning and labour invested new economic and social 
significance in this sphere, and their accounts suggest that they became more able to achieve 
"development in the family", often in collaboration with their husbands and other family 
members. In many households women also became the representatives of their households in 
their relationships with NGO fieldworkers who delivered valuable resources, opportunities and 
knowledge. Women's participation identified them as people with a strategy for improving life 
over time, and as capable of realising their aspirations for family development. These changes 
were accompanied not only by women's growing contribution to family livelihood, but often 
by an intensification of their labour and use of time.
This transition was accompanied by a shift in women's self-perception. Some recounted a 
transformation of themselves from people who knew little, to people who could contribute 
knowledge and labour valued by their families and communities. Others described themselves 
as people previously with little, or less, to do, who now had more productive work to 
undertake. The dramatic transitions that characterised some women's accounts are likely 
coloured by the persistent tendency of both Cambodian gender norms and international 
development practices to overlook rural people's (and particularly rural women's) knowledge 
and labour, regarding these as insubstantial and requiring improvement. Nonetheless, the 
transition from deeper to less deep poverty that women recounted has its basis in the new 
sources of income, and new access to resources, relationships and information that 
community development provided. Equally important in women's accounts were the new daily 
interactions with other people in their communities -  particularly the informal information 
sharing and sociability they developed with other members of CBOs. Though an unanticipated 
outcome of seeking "development in the family", women's emphasis on these interactions 
suggests that community, family and gender development were mutually reinforcing 
processes.
There were both synergies and tensions between women's own motivations for participating, 
and NGOs' rationales for women's participation. For NGOs, women's participation is desirable 
because it addresses a cause of poverty and works towards gender equality. Seeking women's 
participation is also a pragmatic response to men's mobile labour strategies, and reflects a 
strong societal association of women with household and family. Women's own motivations 
for participating were diverse. Directed toward achieving "development in the family", 
women's participation both conformed to ideas about the work and responsibilities that were
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culturally appropriate for women, and sought to expand the possibilities available to them. In 
so doing, participating women drew on a language of gender and rights that has its origin in 
the international development intervention that has shaped opportunities and challenges for 
rural people since UNTAC. The language and knowledge that community development 
provided shaped the ways that women explained the change that had occurred in their 
households. Women's pride in their new knowledge of development, and their hunger to 
obtain this knowledge, suggests that their possession of this information was significant to the 
process of change and improvement that they recounted. Thus community development 
intervention made it possible for people, particularly women, to avail themselves of new 
opportunities, information and resources, and to employ new kinds of labour and language to 
negotiate these opportunities.
The chapter has also addressed some of the ways that households negotiated the normative 
assumptions about gender that are inscribed in community development intervention.
Women were careful to contextualise "gender" in terms of its compatibility with culture, and 
they negotiated carefully within their households to access the benefits of gender-oriented 
interventions without upsetting men's authority. These uses of gender demonstrate the way in 
which participation socially (re)constructs men and women, establishing new, though 
contested, boundaries and ideas about appropriate attitudes, responsibilities, knowledge and 
labour for men and women.
Regardless of this complexity, community development delivered new possibilities, and 
improvements in life. This explains the enthusiasm of women and households for participation, 
despite the inconsistencies and challenges that participation required them to navigate. 
Chapter Seven has demonstrated that despite its contradictions, community development 
made it possible for men and women to negotiate household livelihood with greater flexibility, 
and in ways that suggest possibilities for genuine improvements in livelihood. Indeed this 
process can create opportunities for empowerment, even in the context of ongoing gendered 
vulnerability and inequality.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: LABOUR MIGRATION, MEKONG DAMS AND 
ECONOMIC DOWNTURN: EMPOWERMENT AND 
ITS LIMITS IN TWO PROVINCES
Introduction
This fourth and final findings chapter foregrounds the security and safety produced by 
participation in community development. The previous chapter addressed gender in the 
community development process, and this chapter continues this focus by drawing on data 
from Prey Veng to illustrate that women's participation in NGO activities enabled some 
families both to diversify income sources, and specifically to navigate rural to urban labour 
migration more safely. However, this chapter also demonstrates that this transition toward 
security is partial and vulnerable to reversal. This argument is contextualised through a 
discussion of the Cambodian economic downturn of 2009-2010, triggered by the GFC. 
Specifically, the chapter considers what impact this had for migration and livelihood strategies 
in Prey Veng. The chapter also assesses the potential impacts of regional development 
projects, in particular proposed Mekong River hydropower development schemes, on 
livelihoods in the northeastern field sites. These two examples suggest that the experience of 
improvement, and indeed empowerment, analysed throughout this research remains 
vulnerable to shocks and uncertainties that have their origins in national and international 
political and economic factors.
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Moving toward security in Prey Veng: combining migration and village 
residence
As Chapter Four detailed, permanent and temporary migration to Phnom Penh is common 
among Prey Veng households. Though rates of migration have dropped from their peak during 
the protracted drought of the mid to late 1990s, labour migration remains an essential 
livelihood strategy for poor and poorest families who have limited access to land for 
subsistence agriculture and who rely on unpredictable harvests. This is a necessary aspect of 
rural livelihoods in Prey Veng (FitzGerald 2007; Derks 2008). Most people who took part in this 
research had at least one family member permanently residing in Phnom Penh, often 
daughters working in garment factories or seeking work in the garment industry. The following 
account illustrates the importance of this urban economic participation to rural household 
livelihoods in Prey Veng, but also draws attention to risks that people in the field sites 
associated with such journeys. While unemployment was primary among these risks, personal 
security was also perceived as a particular concern for young women migrants (Derks 2008):
Our children and our families work outside the village -  they are moto taxi drivers, 
construction workers, factory workers ... Some people come home to help with 
the rice planting, some people don't. Garment workers can't come home, but 
they send money to hire people to plant the fields ... We miss them. We worry 
about them. We worry about their security, especially when they're travelling, 
and we worry about what they'll eat. We worry, (gl)
In addition to the concerns about the safety of young women working in Phnom Penh, these 
women (and by extension their families) also face risks to their reputation, since working in the 
city is associated not only with adventure and independence, but also behaviour considered 
potentially morally dangerous for young Khmer women: travelling away from home, enjoying 
leisure time, and socialising (Derks 2008).
Men in many of the households that took part in this research also travelled regularly outside 
their villages seeking work, especially after harvest and transplanting. Most commonly, men 
travelled to Phnom Penh looking for long or short term work in the construction industry. Men 
described experiences of labour migration in terms that stressed the flexible, but also insecure 
and uncertain nature of this work:
I go for ten days, or maybe two weeks to Phnom Penh. I come back when I have 
money. Some people go, they leave for work, some never return. (g5)
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In addition to being insecure and uncertain, labour migration was perceived as an inherently 
risky activity for both genders. International labour migration in particular was presented as 
involving extreme risks to personal safety:
In this village most people go to Thailand. Some people earn a big income to bring 
home, other people only make a little bit of money. One man from this village got 
shot for walking around at night in Thailand ... [In another case] two men died, 
maybe three, but one body was lost so no one knows if he died or not. They went 
to Thailand, they died working on the [ocean fishing] boats. (glO)
Some people have been cheated. [About] ten families went to Thailand, we were 
promised good jobs and we were paid 10 million riel, but they left us on the road, 
they didn't take us across the border. They dropped us at the border, we had to 
pay. I had no money to come home. I was the "leader of the wind" [me kjal, the 
person who made the arrangement to travel]. It's a long story ... I came home day 
by day, I had no money. I had to go to the moneylender and they charged thirty 
per cent, so I sold everything. I lost my land, my cow ... The Thai, some are good 
and some are bad, the same as here. I could speak a bit of Thai, they speak Khmer 
too, they're Khmer Surin. They wanted to put me in jail but some Thai people 
helped me to escape ... When they go to Thailand only 10 per cent of people have 
good luck. (g5)
These accounts draw attention to the risks -  of death, misadventure, impoverishing debt, and
exploitation -  associated with labour migration, in particular international migration.
However, other accounts drew attention to villagers' increasing familiarity with migration 
pathways to various "outside" places:
A lot of people go outside, they go all sorts of places. To Phnom Penh, the 
countryside, to Thailand. Now, more go than before. Now we know far away 
places, so we go far away. We know where to go -  and so a lot of the young 
people have gone away. (g5)
While risks attend migration, it is a centrally important aspect of rural livelihoods for many 
households. Though the risks that attend labour migration are persistent and significant, the 
experience of mobility can, as described above, involve a widening of the boundaries of village 
life, and presents new opportunities that can be seized by people who "know where to go" 
(g5).
Interviewees described how members of their households wove temporary urban labour 
together with subsistence agriculture as a strategy to reduce hunger and to manage
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indebtedness. They also drew attention to the scale of migration that occurred during the Prey 
Veng drought of the 1990s, as well as underscoring the difficult and exploitative conditions of 
labour in urban destinations:
Before, everyone went to Phnom Penh. There were only old people and babies 
le ft ... We went to Phnom Penh together, husband and wife. We carried 50 kilo 
bags of cement, we did this for four years. We went after planting and came back 
after harvest. We came home three or four times a year. (w3)
I used to go to Phnom Penh with my husband. Our oldest child stayed at home 
alone but he didn't understand much about how to look after the vegetables and 
animals. We came home about once every two months. (w23)
In 1992 we got married and after that we went to Phnom Penh ... I was a labourer,
I helped people to reclaim flooded land. We did this for two years: construction 
work, building gardens outside people's houses, I did whatever people wanted me 
to do. It was difficult in Phnom Penh. I took rice from Mesang to eat, and sent all 
the money home. (w7)
For many families, travelling together to seek work in the city was a standard component of 
livelihoods. For those who were able to maintain ownership of their paddy land, urban 
migration was seasonally organised in an effort to earn money during non-productive 
agricultural periods. Many families recounted maintaining a strong connection to their villages 
during these urban excursions, coming home to visit several times each year. This highlights 
that the purpose of urban employment for many was to sustain uncertain rural livelihoods, 
rather than as a one-way rural to urban transition (WAC 2002; Tong 2010).
Returning home to community development
Axiomatic to community development is the creation of more cohesive rural communities. In 
an effort to achieve this aim, CLA requires that at least some members of participating 
households reside permanently in their villages. Women and occasionally men who took part 
in interviews presented this as being sufficient impetus to stop travelling for work, and 
recounted this decision with relief:
We don't want to go back to Phnom Penh. We want to stay here and raise 
chickens and pigs ... There's lots of work to do here. (w21)
After two years in Phnom Penh we came back, and we never went again. My 
husband still went, but he hasn't for two or three years [since starting with CLA].
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If we compare the income here, to Phnom Penh, it's better here. If we plant 
vegetables and follow the NGO's ideas, we can save money and support our 
family, and we won't disturb the children's study. When my husband was away I 
worried about his health. He might get sick and be uncomfortable, at home it's 
comfortable, the family can be together and the children can go to school. He can 
help me here and we will have happiness in the family, (w l)
In such accounts, participation in community development offered people a welcome 
opportunity to return to their villages and re-establish themselves. In one village, when NGO 
fieldworkers arrived in 1997 and explained to village leaders that they were seeking poor and 
poorest families to participate in a poverty reduction scheme, a member of the VDC sent 
messages to families working in Phnom Penh encouraging them to return home and join the 
NGO's program. This VDC member explained that if returnees met low income and asset 
criteria, the NGO would offer them education in new farming techniques and provide them 
with loans and advice to start businesses. This woman explained:
I used to go to Battambang for work, and to Poipet and Banteay Meanchey. I sold 
my labour, cutting rice. I went for one or two months, with other people from the 
village. My husband stayed at home. My son was 20 then, he came with me. My 
son has had a head injury all his life, ever since he fell out of a coconut tree ... He 
has a bit of brain damage but he can do most things, he can count but he can't 
read the alphabet... I can't read myself, but I can read numbers a bit. I missed my 
husband when we travelled. We did this for one year, before the NGO came. 
Then, [VDC member] Aunt Rin talked to my husband, and she said to him "please 
tell your wife to come home". (w6)
Another women recounted a similar process:
We lived in Phnom Penh for seven years. My son worked, scavenging in the 
rubbish dump. Once he put his foot on burning coals and it burnt through his 
rubber boot. I stayed at home, and my husband worked for CINTRI (municipal 
waste collection]. Aunt Rin called me, she said "come home!" but I couldn't, we 
had no money for transport. The next year, Aunt Rin sold her daughter's gold 
earrings to pay for us to come home. She was so angry with me. I said, "I promise 
I'll rebuild everything, I'll come home". When I made the compost site it was too 
small and Rin said "that's too small, it's no good! Do it again!" and I did. And the 
second time I did it Aunt Rin said "it's still too small, do it again!" but I was so 
tired, I said, "I can't, I'll do it later". (w7)
For women from poorest families, such as those who recounted these narratives, the 
invitation to return home and be supported to establish a viable livelihood was an unexpected 
reversal in fortune. If not for this assistance, it is unlikely that some families would have 
returned to their village. For example, in seven years working in Phnom Penh, none of the
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latter family above had been able to visit their village. Both of the accounts above reflect the 
power of personal relationships in shaping participation: the invitation and financial support 
that VDC member, Aunt Rin, provided made it possible for these women and their families to 
return and remain in their villages with NGO support. This underscores the power of the local 
development brokers discussed in Chapter Six, who both extend and limit the invitation to 
participate along already established lines of social trust. Additionally these accounts 
demonstrate that such relationships can enable a desired return to villages of origin for people 
who have been migrant labourers.
Balancing urban and rura l economies
Migration remained a central aspect of many families' livelihood strategies even after they 
participated in community development. Men in particular continued to travel for varied time 
periods in order to supplement farming income. Teenage and adult children laboured in 
Phnom Penh, sometimes returning to the village for festivals and holidays. However, the 
improvement in livelihood that was generated by participation in community development 
meant that families were able to maintain a permanent presence in the village, often because 
married women ceased travelling. Although household members continued to labour in 
Phnom Penh and elsewhere, there was less reliance on urban labour as this income was 
supplemented by improved food security and the profit from small to medium sized 
businesses undertaken with NGO support and loans. The following accounts, from women who 
resided permanently in their villages at the time of interview, attest to this transition:
I used to go to Phnom Penh. Now I stay at home because I couldn't find any work 
and the money is bad. My husband used to do construction work, but he doesn't 
go anymore. He helps me at home. There's a lot of gold all around my house! In 
the pigs, chickens and vegetables. I sell cakes house to house, the profit is good. 
We do business, a bit of this and a bit ofthat, to get a profit. (w2)
Before I went with my husband to find work, but now we have a lot of work to do 
[here]. The money stays around the house. I don't want to go away from the 
house anymore. I want to do business, raise animals, look after the garden. (...) I 
want to go on, selling things, doing business, working with my husband and 
children. We stayed in different places, Phnom Penh, we two parents together, 
and our children were at home. I missed them a lot. It's hard to find work in the 
city. When we had jobs we had enough money but we had to buy medicines and 
rice, and there was hardly any money left to send home. (...) Now I stay home and 
my husband goes away to work, and comes back at harvest time and to plant our
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rice field. My husband used to work cutting rocks for buildings [in Phnom Penh], 
and I looked after him while he did this work. (w23)
Participating households were often able to decrease their reliance on income from urban 
labour. The second of the accounts above also illustrates a household gender division of urban 
and rural labour that was common in people's accounts, in which men continued to participate 
in the urban informal economy, while women took responsibility for the daily work of 
household participation in community development in the village.
A similar division of tasks and responsibilities was also evident in the secondary northeastern 
field sites. While migration rates there were lower than in Prey Veng, households nonetheless 
relied on participation in the informal cash economy, in particular through seasonal labouring 
in large scale cassava and cashew plantations. Households that were members of a savings and 
microcredit CBO described balancing their participation in this CBO, managing their own 
smallholding, and travelling selling their labour elsewhere:
Usually my wife joins in [CBO activities]. I'm too busy to go to meetings myself,
I'm rarely at home. I often harvest cassava for someone else, in another district. 
Sometimes my wife and I go together to do this. It's a fairly new thing for us. We 
might've gone ten times together. It's not difficult to join the CBO meeting 
though, we make a point of coming back. Usually we can make it back on time.
We save 10,000 riel per month [in the savings group] ... In the dry season it's OK 
for me to save this much. In the wet season I'll stay at my own rice field, so maybe 
we'll only save 5000 riel instead. (m4)
As this account demonstrates, for many households, participation in NGO interventions was an 
aspect of highly mobile lives and livelihood strategies. Community development interventions 
generally presume that community is (or should be) geographically bound (Guijt and Shah 
1998). For example, in the Cambodian context, community has been defined as a collection of 
houses located along a main road, together with a wot (Brown 1999; Aschmoneit 1998). 
However, the mobile labour strategies described by research respondents draw attention to 
the reality that communities and community networks routinely stretch beyond the 
geographic limits of a village. Indeed to be a member of a rural community or household is 
very often also to be connected to, participate in and rely on urban places, labour and 
experiences. Thus, although participation in community development does produce 
opportunities for sociability and reciprocity within villages (see Chapter Seven), one of its 
primary benefits is not so much that it restores these aspects of rural life that have been 
damaged by conflict and change (Meas and Healy 2003), but that it makes it possible for
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members of households to more effectively balance their participation in rural and urban 
economics, and to enhance their subsistence livelihood while supplementing it with additional 
cash income earned both within and outside the village.
Another significant result of participation in intervention is that people had a greater degree of 
control and choice over when and how they participated in the cash economy, or undertook 
journeys to seek work. Travelling to the city was no longer a strategy to repay debts or to meet 
basic subsistence needs (WAC 2002); rather it became one of several income earning and 
subsistence activities. This can be understood as empowering in the sense of increasing choice 
and control over fundamental decisions (Kabeer 1999), such as how to earn money, and when 
and where to travel for work. It also increased the safety and security with which households 
managed their economic participation in village and urban economies, and this too should be 
understood as an aspect of the (albeit constrained) empowerment achieved through 
household members' concerted efforts.
Gender is implicated in this transition in significant ways. As the previous chapter revealed, 
household participation in community development was often described by research 
respondents in terms of appropriately gendered responsibilities: for example, men's 
responsibility for generating income and women's responsibility for managing household 
savings (Ministry of Women's Affairs 2009:5-8). Women commonly explained their greater 
responsibility for community development as part of their "traditional" responsibility for 
matters associated with the home. As Chapter Seven also showed, there is a general lack of 
recognition in Cambodian society of the value of women's labour, and there are strong 
expectations that women will behave in accordance with norms of gender behaviour (Giles 
2004). As a result, community intervention risks further compounding the time and 
responsibility burdens borne by women.
Nonetheless, women's participation also provided them with new knowledge and material 
assistance that made it possible for them to expand their contribution to family livelihood. As a 
result, rather than travelling with their husbands to "look after them" (w23) or to undertake 
gruelling labour in the city, women in Prey Veng recounted being able to maintain and 
enhance prospering households in villages. Though this was a source of relief, satisfaction and 
pride for these women, these emotions were sometimes tempered by nostalgia for the style of
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life that the city could provide to those who are able to establish themselves enough to enjoy 
it:
I only want to go to Phnom Penh to visit! I've had my fill of living in Phnom Penh. I 
only want to visit. Power is expensive and water and fuel are expensive. Especially 
if you get sick ... I do miss Phnom Penh, but I have no money to go. (w5)
Though it presents risks and hardships, labour migration was also a necessary strategy for rural 
households. Participation in community development allowed some rural households to 
increase the safety with which they navigate rural to urban journeys, and to more efficiently 
divide the labour of household members between these interconnected places. Though the 
way such labour was negotiated reflected persistent gender inequalities, it also constituted a 
significant improvement in life for these households. This change was accompanied by new 
control of resources and opportunities, choices about when and where to travel, and safer 
rural to urban journeys. From this perspective, this transition can be considered empowering. 
However, the following section will place some caveats on this more optimistic interpretation.
Limited empowerment, reversible improvement
This thesis has described and analysed a process of change and improvement that is 
multidimensional. This process is characterised by safer and more secure rural to urban 
journeys, and by reduced hunger and improved food security. As well as these material 
indicators of an improved situation, women and men who took part in this research drew 
attention to a shift in their own self-perception and in the esteem in which they believed other 
people in their communities regarded them. For women and men, command of new 
development knowledge was valued as a tool to achieve an improvement in life, and as a 
source of confidence that future improvement in life was possible. New labour and 
responsibilities, while enhancing the burden of time, risk and labour borne by women, also 
contributed to a re-evaluation of women's selves as valuable and knowledgeable.
The findings have also demonstrated that this process is social and relational, involving the 
negotiation and contestation of ideas, power and resources in relationships between 
household members, village leaders and NGO fieldworkers. This process of change mirrors but 
also alters existing relationships between people -  strengthening ties of trust that pre-existed 
intervention, but also reflecting inequalities between people. The thesis has shown that less
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powerful people tended to have less control over the direction of community development 
intervention and less access to the benefits that intervention delivered. Nonetheless, people 
classified by intervening agencies as poorest and poor households recounted experiencing 
significant improvements in their situations, a change they attributed in large part to their 
participation in intervention. Their narratives of change point to increased social 
connectedness, greater material control of resources, and enhanced resilience to shocks such 
as drought and flood. Indeed, in prompting a new awareness of choice and future possibilities, 
delivering some resources to achieve these aspirations (Kabeer 1999) and creating 
opportunities to negotiate and contest resources and relationships (Kabeer 1999, 2011; 
Cornwall 2007b, 2002), this process can be considered empowering.
However, these gains are highly vulnerable to setback and reversal, partly as a result of 
national policies and Cambodia's trajectory of regional and international integration. The 
impacts of economic downturn driven by the GFC in Prey Veng, and proposed hydropower 
developments on the Mekong River mainstream between Kratie and Stung Treng towns, 
provide contexts in which to explore the risks that beset the process of improvement and 
change experienced by respondents in this research.
The Global Financial Crisis in Prey Veng
As this chapter has underscored, rural to urban labour mobility is central to households in the 
primary research sites in Prey Veng province. Many of the destination industries in which 
people from Prey Veng labour or seek to labour in the city -  the garment industry, 
construction, and service work such as moto taxi driving and petty trading -  were highly 
vulnerable to the economic downturn that Cambodia experienced in 2009-2010 as a result of 
the 2008-2009 GFC (Jalilian and Reyes 2010:28). As Chapter Two has described, Cambodia 
experienced high rates of economic growth from the late 1990s, averaging above six per cent 
growth per annum through the 2000s (Jalilian and Reyes 2010:22). Rapid growth was largely 
driven by new industries deeply connected to international markets, in particular garment 
manufacturing and tourism. Cambodia's recent and rapid integration into regional and 
international markets has also produced a new vulnerability to international economic shocks. 
Indeed, Jalilian and Reyes (2010:22) observe that in 2009 Cambodia's economy went from 
being one of the world's fastest growing to one of the most sharply contracted. This had a 
direct impact on poverty rates, which increased between 2008 and 2010 by up to an estimated
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four percentage points (World Bank 2009), a reversal of the general trend observable at 
population level since the cessation of conflict in 1991 (Jalilian and Reyes 2010:34).
The impact on jobs in urban industries was significant. Some 60,000 jobs were lost in the 
garment industry (UNDP 8 April 2009), approximately fifteen per cent of all people employed 
in the industry at that time (So 2010:87). Sixty factories temporarily suspended operations in 
2009 alone (Phnom Penh Post, 15 December 2009), while 130 garment factories closed down 
between September 2008 and February 2009 (So 2010:87). Other factories remained open but 
reduced working hours and overtime, shortened contracts, and delayed payment of wages 
(Kang et al 2009:ixx). A strong contraction in tourism and construction industries also impacted 
negatively on informal employment in these sectors. An estimated 30 per cent of workers in 
the construction industry had lost their jobs by the end of 2009, many returning home to rural 
areas (Jalilian et al 2010; Hing 2013).
As a result many people from the research sites experienced a decline in income and 
employment. Accounts from Prey Veng indicated that this had indeed been the case:
Yes, it is more difficult to find work, but no one has come home. They have stayed
in Phnom Penh. They're only without work for a few days or weeks, (gl)
As this account illustrates, people in Prey Veng stressed that "no one has come home" as 
evidence that the impact of economic downturn on household livelihoods had been 
experienced as manageable by research respondents. However as Kang et al (2009:25) 
observe, that strong familial expectation that all household members will contribute to 
household wellbeing makes it unlikely that urban workers will return to their villages unless 
they have exhausted all income earning avenues in the city, or they are requested to return 
home. As a result, indebtedness of urban workers is likely to have increased, as they remained 
in the city to seek new work (Kang et al 2009:20). Income earning expectations on young 
women can be particularly intense, since their labour is often the source of reliable long term 
remittances, particularly if employed in the garment industry (Derks 2008). Women's 
employment in informal sectors such as street selling, sex work and the entertainment 
industry, where wages are low and working conditions are exploitative is also likely to have 
increased as a result of the economic downturn, as women sought but failed to find waged 
employment (Kang et al 2009; Hing 2013; UNDP 8 April 2009). However, given the lack of 
authoritative data from these informal sectors it is difficult to estimate the scale of this trend.
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Economic downturn also had a negative impact on rural household wellbeing. Though 
remittances were generally more resistant to the impact of the financial crisis than other areas 
of the economy (Jalilian and Reyes 2010), remittances from urban workers decreased (Hing 
2013), as did international remittances, though only by around one per cent (So 2010:88). 
Agriculture in Cambodia remains relatively less exposed than other sectors to international 
markets, and as a result was somewhat protected from the downturn (Jalilian and Reyes 
2010). Nonetheless, some fifty per cent of rural households cut back on their expenditure on 
food (Hing 2013), and many most vulnerable households were tipped deeper into poverty (So 
2010). Reflecting a global phenomenon, Cambodia also experienced sharp increases in food 
and petrol prices caused by high inflation between 2007 and 2008 (Tong 2010:70). This 
compounded the effects of economic downturn in 2009-2010, impacting negatively on 
networks of reciprocity that might otherwise have assisted households to cope with the 
situation (So 2010:92). Poor and poorest rural households exhausted their savings, borrowed 
money, sold draught animals, worked harder, ate less, and required children to contribute 
more labour to household wellbeing, while as far as possible supporting their continued 
participation in education (So 2010:92).
Households with relatively more secure subsistence livelihoods, with diversified sources of 
income and with more household members engaged in income-earning activity were best able 
to withstand the impacts of both high prices of staple foods and oil, and the global economic 
downturn (Kang et al 2009). This helps to explain the apparent resilience of the households in 
Prey Veng that took part in this research to the new risks and threats to income and livelihood 
produced by this situation. Nonetheless, the impacts of the economic downturn indicate the 
fragility and reversibility of the process of improvement, including the partial and contested 
empowerment, which members of these households described and that was detailed in 
Chapters Five to Seven. In short, this process is highly vulnerable to setback and reversal 
triggered by macroeconomic processes related to Cambodia's global market integration.
Hydropower development and vulnerability in the northeast
The case of proposed hydropower developments along the course of the Mekong River in 
northeast Cambodia similarly underscores the vulnerability and reversibility of the 
improvement experienced by people who took part in this research. In this instance too, 
vulnerability is also associated with Cambodia's trajectory of regional and international
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economic, political and social integration. As Bakker (1999) observes, the Mekong River has 
long been emblematic of shifting arrangements of regional and international power in 
Southeast Asia. National governments in the region, along with bilateral and multilateral 
donors, share a keen interest in the economic potential of the Mekong, including as a source 
of hydroelectric power. These actors present development of the river's resources as symbolic 
of a regional transformation from a "frontline of conflict to a corridor of commerce" and 
central to economic transformation for nations through which the river flows (Bakker 
1999:209).
The construction of dams to generate hydroelectricity is promoted as providing cheap power 
to propel development in the region (Bakker 1999:209; Baird 2011). While hydropower offers 
the prospect of reducing the inordinate cost of, and improving rural access to, electricity in 
Cambodia (Middleton and Sam 2008:3), it is primarily attractive to the Cambodian government 
because power may be exported at profit to a regional grid (Bakker 1999:217-218; Wyatt and 
Baird 2007). As in neighbouring Laos, strong political, technical and financial support for 
Cambodia's planned hydropower developments has come from the Chinese government. This 
reflects China's growing influence as a development-oriented power in Southeast Asia 
generally, and in Cambodia specifically (Middleton and Sam 2008:3; Cronin and Hamlin 2007). 
In each of these ways, Mekong hydropower developments are illustrative of a wider process of 
national and regional change and development taking place.
The vulnerability that this situation produces for people dependent on the river's resources is 
also indicative of these wider development dynamics. For communities living along the 
Mekong River and its tributaries, the planned Cambodian program of dam building poses 
potentially devastating risks. For example, in the northeastern field sites a large scale 
hydropower dam has been proposed for construction at Sambor, midway between Kratie and 
Stung Treng towns. If approved, it will have severe environmental, social and economic 
consequences. Among these, the dam will restrict the habitats, migration routes and breeding 
grounds offish species that are central to livelihoods not only in the immediate area, but in 
countries downstream (Middleton and Sam 2008; Baird 2011; Baran et al 2007). The dam in its 
proposed location will also threaten endangered species and compromise biodiverse riparian 
ecosystems located in the area (Beziujen et al 2007, 2008) that NGOs and other development 
actors have been working to preserve (WWF 2010a, 2010b; CRDT 2013a).
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More immediately for people living in the area, if constructed in its currently proposed form, 
the dam will require an estimated 20,000 people to relocate from inundated homes and land 
(including a number of villages in the secondary northeastern field sites) (International Centre 
for Environmental Management 2010a:109). Although there are some Cambodian legal 
safeguards for the relocation of communities affected by developments of this kind, such 
protections are rarely implemented and no clear plan has been made for managing any 
potential resettlement (Middleton and Sam 2008:3). Cornford and La (2010:36) report 
however that villagers in the area have been told they may be resettled at a site 20 kilometres 
to the northeast of Sambor town, in an area hedged by economic concessions. The area is 
forested and inaccessible and it is difficult to imagine a scenario in which resettlement would 
not involve the impoverishment of those sent to the area (Cornford and La 2010:36).
Interviewees in the northeastern field sites were very conscious of these potential impacts. 
People commented that "we are frightened of losing our land" (g33), and that "the villagers 
are worried that if the company comes they will take our land" (w42). Comparing the potential 
impact of the dam to the loss of livelihood, security and home that accompanied experiences 
of Democratic Kampuchea, members of one CBO shared the concern that "things will be like 
before" (g33). Though the proposed dam remains at feasibility study stage (International 
Centre for Environmental Management 2010b:83-86; International Rivers 2013), there was 
palpable anxiety among research respondents about the potential impact of this possible 
intervention. This reflects the disempowering character of this development process.
These concerns are compounded by recent experiences of dispossession from land and forest 
resources to which villagers have customarily had access. In particular, people have lost access 
to forest areas as a result of the granting of large scale commercial concessions in the past five 
to ten years, especially in Sambor district (UNHCR 2007:13) where 56,000 ha of land have been 
granted for teak, cassava and rattan production (Cornford and La 2010). Villagers described 
being "too frightened" to use forest resources, and "stopping farming ... because the NGO said 
the company might come and take the land" (w34). These experiences of recent dispossession 
and of potential future loss of land, community and livelihood vividly illustrate that community 
development is vulnerable to reversal and setback caused by national policies that are deeply 
shaped by regional integration, regional development initiatives and by the internal alignment 
of development power in the region (Bakker 1999). These factors demonstrate the structural 
limits that exist to the process of empowerment that this thesis has explored.
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Conclusion
This chapter has illustrated that participation in community development can deliver increased 
safety and security to people and households as they seek to balance their participation in 
both urban and rural economies, and to navigate journeys between their villages and external 
destinations. With limitations and caveats, this process can be considered to create the 
conditions for empowerment, //this is understood as a relational process of becoming aware 
of and negotiating choices and options to improve life, and having access to at least some of 
the resources, relationships and confidence necessary to work towards these (Cornwall 2007b, 
2002; Kabeer 2011).
However, this process of empowerment is limited, partial and vulnerable to reversal. Chapters 
Five, Six and Seven have observed how inequalities inhere within communities, between 
communities and the local state, and between communities and NGOs. The opportunities for 
empowerment are limited by these inequalities. Nevertheless, intervention creates 
possibilities for people to negotiate and achieve greater power within relationships that 
involve both inequalities and opportunities for change.
As this chapter has also demonstrated, the most significant limits to empowerment are often 
produced by structural factors over which communities and local NGOs have limited control, 
and to which they have extremely limited capacity to respond. While participation in 
community development appears to have provided some protection to households in Prey 
Veng from the impact of global economic turbulence and downturn in 2009-2010, the case of 
hydropower development in the northeast underscores how vulnerable the process of 
community transformation and change remains to policies and interventions that have their 
origins in national and international political and economic alignments. In this sense, while 
participation in community development can deliver opportunities for "empowerment as 
power to transform oneself and [relationships with] others" (Allen in Sardenberg 2008:19), the 
capacity for rural people and NGOs to influence the structural obstacles to empowerment, or 
even to protect against the impacts of national and international integration, remains limited 
and locally variable. Chapter Nine sets this argument in the context of a wider conclusion to 
this research.
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CHAPTER NINE: VULNERABLE IMPROVEMENT AND PARTIAL 
EMPOWERMENT
Introduction
This thesis set out to explore how men and women in rural Cambodia engage, perceive and 
employ the knowledge, village organisations and household labour required by local NGO-led 
community development interventions. The aim of this enquiry was to consider how 
participation in these schemes contributes to social change in contemporary Cambodia. 
Specifically, the thesis sought to explore whether the change created by intervention can be 
described as empowering, what this experience entails, and what limits empowerment. The 
thesis considered these matters in an analysis that drew primarily on women's and men's 
narratives of participation in two community interventions employing similar participation 
methodologies, each led by a Cambodian NGO and taking place in distinct regions of the 
country. This concluding chapter reviews the findings and contribution of the research, 
drawing out aspects of the process of poverty reduction, change and contested empowerment 
experienced by research participants.
In addressing this process, the chapter draws particular attention to the holistic character of 
poverty reduction, which in turn is attended by the negotiation and contestation of 
knowledge, community organisations as well as village leadership and governance structures, 
and gender roles and inequalities. This chapter reviews some factors that were identified as 
characterising successful community interventions, focusing on the significance of community
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development's perceived "new" ideas, language and practices to the process of empowerment 
experienced in the field sites. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the limits to 
empowerment, and affirms the value of reflexive ethnographic research in this area.
This research situated community and participatory development as approaches that are often 
considered to lead beyond a purported impasse in development (see Chapter Two). These 
approaches are not uncommonly presented as reorienting development processes and 
relationships away from the top-down, hierarchical and hegemonic, and toward the 
grassroots, local self-determination and diversity (Cornwall 2002, 2008; Chambers 1997,1994). 
However, as the literature review in Chapter Two described, these emancipatory aims have 
proved elusive over the decades during which these approaches have been increasingly 
"mainstreamed" into development practice (Cooke and Kothari 2001; McGee 2002; Cornwall 
2000). This thesis has positioned the wide implementation of these approaches since the 
1990s as indicative of the persistent and fundamental challenges for international 
development interventions, namely that they continue to produce inequality and 
impoverishment even while generating rapid social change and economic transformation 
(Kothari and Minogue 2002:7).
From this starting point the thesis sought to identify how these approaches operate and with 
what outcomes in the Cambodian context, where an impasse characterised by inequality and 
impoverishment persists despite the "triple transition" to peace, democracy and capitalism 
(Hughes 2003:2; UNDP 2009:1) since the early 1990s. In analysing the role of NGO-led 
community development approaches in this context, I sought to contribute to the relatively 
limited body of knowledge that explores directly, through empirical research, participating 
people's perceptions of such interventions (Klenk 2004). I have done this by considering how 
women and men negotiate, perceive, use and contest the resources, risks and opportunities 
that such interventions deliver. Specifically, the research sought to understand how the 
knowledge, village organisations and household gender division of participation's labour are 
negotiated and set to work by men and women. In so doing, it has cast light on a long-standing 
debate in development studies, which questions whether participation can deliver 
empowerment, or whether it in fact deepens the disempowerment characteristic of poverty.
This thesis did not seek to exonerate participatory or community-based approaches from 
critiques that draw attention to their diverse limitations and to the various imperfections of
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the NGOs that are often associated with them, as implementing agencies. As the thesis 
detailed, critics point to the intentional and unintentional ways in which these approaches can 
extend power and control over impoverished people, instead of contributing to their 
empowerment (Ferguson 1990; Cooke and Kothari 2001; Leal 2007; Cornwall 2002). Such 
perspectives draw attention to the various antecedents of participatory development, among 
them colonial and post-colonial efforts to placate, stabilise and control rural populations 
(Hickey and Mohan 2004b:8-9); and to the contemporary tension that remains in the dual aims 
of creating grassroots emancipation and making 'top-down' systems of governance more 
effective (McGee 2002). Critics also draw attention to the reduction of participation to a rote 
and standardised method for efficient service delivery, and empowerment's reconfiguration as 
an allegedly consequential outcome of technical inputs (Cornwall 2002; White 1996).
Additional criticisms draw attention to community intervention's fraught interactions with 
existing inequalities within communities (Guijt and Shah 1998), its capture by local elites, 
unhelpful entanglements with the local state (Milne and Adams 2012) and an unintentional 
tendency to further burden women already labouring under gendered inequalities (Mayoux 
2001; Rogaly 1996).
As Chapter Four illustrated, the two interventions studied in this research are not immune 
from such criticisms, operating as they do in a highly donor-dependent context, within top- 
down relationships with communities, and in a country whose culture and social organisation 
are often characterised as unused to, or even antithetical to, the aspirational goal of "genuine" 
or "deep" participation (Cornwall 2002; Hasselskog 2009; Hughes and Öjendal (2006). In these 
senses, but also in their deep commitment to improving life in rural communities (O'Leary 
2007b), the two local NGOs studied in this research are representative of the situation of many 
small and medium-sized Cambodian NGOs created during the period of transition triggered by 
the UNTAC intervention in 1991 (Curtis 1998).
Community development has been imposed on rural Cambodian communities as part of a 
wider project of transformation to democracy and free markets required by international -  
predominantly Western -  donors (Hughes 2003). The political, economic and social barriers to 
empowering community development that result from this imposed trajectory are significant. 
They include: resistance and extraction of benefits by political elites (Hughes 2006); a 
pervasive aid dependence that distorts economy and society (Ear 2009, 2012); and a 
development industry that determines goals and methods far from the places where
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intervention takes place (O'Leary 2007a, 2007b). In addition the impact of protracted conflict 
and the legacy of the former Democratic Kampuchea regime continue to stymie development 
and to colour rural perceptions of participation in development as imposed, required and 
enforced by powerful outsiders (Knowles 2009).
While not discounting these arguments, this thesis nonetheless revealed evidence that there is 
cause for some cautious optimism with regard to the ways that these local interventions are 
shaped and employed by the people who take part in them. Drawing on women's and men's 
narratives of participation and change, the thesis suggested that there may be rather more 
flexibility in Cambodian reactions to community intervention than the arguments outlined 
above accede. The thesis drew out the various and sometimes contradictory meanings 
attached to NGO community development interventions by the different agencies with a stake 
in this form of social intervention, among them the multilateral and bilateral development 
donors, Cambodian government agencies, local NGOs and people who take part in these 
interventions.
Attending to these inconsistencies allowed the thesis to make its central argument, namely 
that in spite of the fractured quality of the development narratives told about Cambodia, the 
frequent misunderstandings of Cambodian political, cultural and social realities that inhere in 
development interventions in this context, the persistent theme of paternalism in 
international interventions in the country and an attachment to models of development that 
have compounded the disenfranchisement of many rural people in the post-conflict period, 
community development interventions present unanticipated and surprising opportunities for 
people to improve their lives.
These opportunities occur because when people take part in these interventions, they bring 
their knowledge, labour, aspirations, their existing social networks and relationships of trust to 
bear in making flawed interventions relevant to the task of improving life. People's everyday 
practices of development participation at once usurp the authority of intervening agencies and 
their development narratives, and animate a spirit of development that has many points of 
coherence with intervening agencies' accounts of change. Specifically, the research found that 
while people's appetite for "success and development" reflects the appeal of an ideal of 
development in post-UNTAC Cambodia, the meaning of development and the process by 
which it is attained are not what intervening agencies necessarily imagine them to be.
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Ultimately community development is undertaken with mixed success because it produces 
often unintended opportunities for change and improvement in life; and because it involves 
people 'making do' with imperfect interventions in ways that are contingent on the situation 
of each community. This process is uncertain, contested and negotiated. It is not always just or 
fair in how it distributes resources, but it nonetheless creates opportunities for many people 
to access and contest resources that make it possible for them to articulate aspirations and to 
act individually and collectively to improve life.
At the village level the process of community development is characterised by an ongoing 
negotiation of the meaning, purpose and process of development. This negotiation takes place 
within families and communities, and between community members and intervening agencies. 
It has uncertain and reversible outcomes and is vulnerable to sudden shocks that often have 
their origins in Cambodia's regional and international integration. However, despite its 
incomplete and uncertain character, community development offers possibilities for 
households and communities to improve livelihoods and life, in ways that demonstrate the 
persistence of innovative, flexible and co-operative livelihood strategies. For example, Chapter 
Eight illustrated how men and women pieced together household labour and livelihood 
strategies drawing on all available possibilities including rural to urban labour mobility and the 
new opportunities that community development presented, and in the context of rapid 
socioeconomic change that produced both persistent and new household vulnerabilities. The 
contribution of this thesis has been to identify characteristics of the process of vulnerable 
improvement, and indeed partial empowerment, experienced by participants in two rural 
development interventions in Cambodia.
Poverty reduction as a holistic, but vulnerable, process of change
The findings chapters (Chapters Five to Eight) discussed poverty reduction as a holistic process 
of improvement. By positioning the transition from deeper poverty as a trajectory of change 
that operates at individual (Chapter Five), household (Chapter Seven) and community 
(Chapters Five to Eight) levels, the findings demonstrated that gender is centrally implicated in 
how this change is negotiated, experienced and achieved. These chapters also illustrated that 
knowledge of development is a crucial resource delivered by community interventions. This 
knowledge contributes to material improvements in life but also to a re-imagining of the self 
as knowledgeable, capable and in command of resources. A sense of hope that future
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improvement is possible, and confidence to work toward aspirations accompanied this 
transition (Chapter Five). Command of perceived "new" NGO-delivered development 
knowledge was also significant in structuring collective action for change. For example, this 
knowledge lent authority and legitimacy to the leaders of new CBOs supported by NGOs, 
among them many women taking on new or extended roles as grassroots mediators of 
development and as leaders in their communities (Chapter Six).
Participation in community development also contributed to changes in how daily time and 
labour were organised. Research accounts suggested that participation involved an intensified 
use of time and forms of labour characterised by new, generally manageable, and often 
profitable risks. These shifts were particularly pronounced in women's accounts, since women 
often took on the primary responsibility for participation on behalf of their households 
(Chapter Seven).
Knowledge, opportunities and resources delivered by NGOs enabled changes in the ways that 
relationships within the household, community and wider world were negotiated. These shifts 
involved women's greater contribution to household income and the diversification of income 
sources as a result of this new labour. Outcomes of this process included improved livelihood 
security, a degree of increased resilience to economic shocks (such as those produced by 
economic downturn in Prey Veng in 2009-2010), greater safety and expanded choices with 
regard to rural to urban labour migration. These were significant experiences in the transition 
from deeper to less deep poverty.
In addition, the interviewees drew attention to the opportunities for sociability and informal 
relationship building that accompanied participation (Chapters Six and Seven). Membership of 
CBOs presented opportunities not only to access and share material resources (and in 
particular to access lower income credit), but also to share information about a range of 
matters, both development and non-development oriented. This tended to be perceived as 
enjoyable. Indeed, the thesis repeatedly illustrated that enjoyment of novel experiences was a 
significant aspect of participation that should not be overlooked in understanding outcomes. 
Though there are pressing livelihood-related reasons why individuals and households chose to 
participate in community intervention, this was also understood as a novel and enlivening 
experience that involved engagement with new ideas, spaces to share information and 
opportunities to take part in everyday social interactions. Although this thesis did not dispute
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that Cambodian community participation is organised along top-down and hierarchical lines 
(Hasselskog 2009; Ledgerwood and Vighen 2002), it suggested that participation may 
nonetheless also produce opportunities for expanded social interaction, networks and routines 
that are perceived as both useful and enjoyable.
Interviewees also drew attention to poverty reduction as a process of change that is relational, 
and in which identity and self-awareness can shift as individual and collective rights and 
entitlements are worked out in relation to those of others (Cornwall 2007b, 2002; Kabeer 
2011). Fieldwork revealed instances of negotiation and contestation -  of ideas, resources, 
relationships and identities -  that were central to the process of improvement in life. Narrow 
economic indicators of progress would be insufficient to capture this holistic experience 
(Chambers 2005; White and Pettit 2004). Specifically, the evidence in this thesis stresses the 
value of attention to how gendered relationships of power and powerlessness are negotiated 
within the household (Chapter Seven) and the wider community (Chapters Six to Eight). 
Analysis of this area adds depth and complexity to our understanding of the dynamics of 
poverty reduction and change (Kabeer 1999; Mayoux 2001; Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996). This 
research has contributed to knowledge of this dynamic by documenting and analysing the 
gendered negotiation of poverty reduction and participation in community development in 
two Cambodian regions and interventions.
However, the thesis also found that the processes and dynamics of participation tended to 
replicate existing inequalities within communities, among them gender inequalities (Chapter 
Seven), and inequalities between better off and poorer people as well as between people and 
the local state (Chapter Six). This finding lends support to accounts that argue that 
interventions inadvertently replicate inequalities (O'Leary 2007a). Nonetheless, this research 
also found evidence of change and contestation within these relationships, prompted by 
intervention. As an example, although CBOs tended to replicate and strengthen existing 
community hierarchies, they also created new opportunities for community leaders to 
encourage a collective effort toward shared aspirations for improvement, including informal 
information exchange, resource sharing, protection from indebtedness and enhanced trust 
(Chapter Seven). Similarly, though their participation placed additional burdens of time, labour 
and risk on women, research respondents perceived this additional burden on their already 
overlooked economic contribution (Giles 2004; FitzGerald 2007) as worthwhile because of the 
opportunities for improvement that it presented, including opportunities for a redefinition of
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themselves and greater control over development's resources (Chapter Seven). As Cornwall 
(2007a) has argued, the process of poverty reduction and empowerment takes place within 
relationships of ongoing vulnerability and inequality. It is necessarily constricted by these 
circumstances. Empowerment in this sense always operates within a contested space rather 
than being a goal to achieve or a failed venture. The expansion of opportunities to improve life 
and to contest entitlements and identities described by research respondents remains 
significant even though this process (constrained by a range of external factors) cannot be 
expected to eliminate vulnerability, inequality and relationships of dependence.
The process of improvement recounted by research respondents remained vulnerable to 
reversal and setback. This reflects the persistent risks and inequalities that characterise the 
lives of rural Cambodian people. The examples of the potential impacts of proposed Mekong 
River dams on communities in the northeast, and the impacts of the GFC on livelihood 
strategies in Prey Veng demonstrated the particular vulnerabilities produced by Cambodia's 
increasing regional and international financial, political and economic integration (Chapter 
Eight). These structural threats to the process of improvement suggest the fragile character of 
the transformations achieved by participation in NGO interventions.
It is significant that vulnerability and uncertainty accompany the process of poverty reduction 
that was described by respondents. What respondents often presented as a linear experience 
of improvement over time (Chapter Five) can readily nosedive into a return to poverty 
(Chapter Eight, see also Ballard et al 2007). People's accounts of relief, pride and surprise in 
achieving improvement must be set clearly in an understanding of their ongoing vulnerability, 
and of the limits to the process of transformation achieved within community development 
contexts. Nevertheless, participation in community development schemes made it possible for 
some people to understand themselves as having become neary chamran (developed and 
successful), and having undertaken a process of akphiwat phum (village development). This 
suggests that although NGO-led interventions are small scale, far from perfect and limited in 
their ability to shift structural barriers to empowerment, they nonetheless create -  as 
Townsend et al (2004) have described -  surprisingly significant "intended and unintended 
opportunities" for people to make meaningful improvements in their lives.
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Contesting, appropria ting and negotiating knowledge
In the field sites, women and men achieved this change in part by strategically employing, 
appropriating and using the knowledge delivered by NGOs (and other development-oriented 
agencies). They presented accounts of this "new knowledge" as significant to achieving an 
improvement in life (Chapter Five). This was despite the fact that intervening agencies' 
knowledge of those targeted for participation was not uncommonly partial and contrary. For 
example, Chapter Five noted that villages and villagers were thought both to lack knowledge 
for development and to command valuable local knowledge (such as of natural resource use 
and customary access rights) that intervening agencies sought to extract. Despite such 
conflicting narratives, the knowledge that intervening agencies delivered was regarded by 
villagers as useful because it had practical relevance to the task of improving life. In this sense 
knowledge was an important resource for development that NGOs delivered along with 
material resources, asking in return for people's time, labour and involvement in community 
organisations. Though delivered in a top-down manner that reflected assumptions about the 
inadequacy of rural knowledge (Chambers 1997; O'Leary and Meas 2001), NGO knowledge 
was nonetheless valued and used to work towards aspirations for improvement.
Command of this perceived new knowledge also contributed to a shift in self-perception and 
an awareness of strategies and options to improve life into the future. For example, Chapter 
Five found that women attributed NGO knowledge about agricultural techniques not only with 
improving their food security and future resilience to drought, but also the new respect they 
felt others gave to them. Thus, this knowledge built confidence, as well as an awareness of and 
ability to act on choices -  for example about livelihood strategies (Chapter Five) and migration 
(Chapter Eight). Therefore, engagement with intervention can be considered to create 
preconditions for empowerment (Kabeer 1999, 2011), even if the process of improvement 
recounted by respondents remained vulnerable, partial and incomplete.
People's relationships and attitudes toward NGO knowledge were complex. While this 
knowledge was frequently adopted, people also resisted and rejected some aspects of it. For 
example, while information relating to improved food security was generally welcomed, there 
was pronounced disinclination to adopting improved systems of organic rice production, 
despite strong promotion by fieldworkers (Chapter Five). Knowledge and behaviour perceived 
as new were often employed in hybrid conjunction with a range of other forms of knowledge,
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in particular knowledge that was regarded as traditional. The example of traditional midwives, 
chmob boran, illustrated how these women employed both perceived traditional and 
development-oriented knowledge and practices to assist women (Chapter Five). It also 
revealed the innovative ways in which people drew on "new ideas" while at the same time 
asserting the value of "traditional" knowledge and identities that development intervention 
sometimes systematically marginalises (Hoban 2002).
While tensions can exist between traditional and development knowledge, people often 
perceived the "new" knowledge to be useful and desirable, as in the example of many 
households' prioritisation of children's school education and the right of girls to study (Chapter 
Five). The evidence from the field sites suggests that knowledge perceived as new was brought 
to bear by people in communities to achieve multiple aspirations, such as restoring and 
maintaining community order, responding to domestic violence and promoting community 
safety (Chapter Five). In short, the thesis demonstrated that people selectively resist, discard, 
adopt and adapt the novel knowledge that NGOs provide. The diverse ways in which this 
knowledge works on and is set to work by people underscores the complex ways that 
knowledge operates in development-framed relationships.
This diverse range of orientations toward new knowledge was also apparent in the synergy 
and differences that inhered in the relationship between participants and NGOs. While not 
always producing empowerment, nor necessarily characterised by incompatible worldviews, 
this relationship nevertheless provided sufficient flexibility for people to appropriate, reject 
and adapt the knowledge in positive ways. Despite the sometimes inconsistent and dismissive 
manner with which intervening agencies approached people's knowledge, these interventions 
nonetheless produced unexpected spaces for people to know and act in new ways that 
assisted in improving the conditions of life.
Community leaders and community organisations
The research found that men's and women's participation in NGO-supported CBOs presented 
opportunities to access resources, to share them between group members in helpful ways and 
-  though this occurred unevenly -  to extend these forms of co-operation to previously 
excluded people such as women and poorer families. This outcome was mediated by the 
commitment of group leaders, and indeed CBOs produced opportunities for grassroots leaders
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to emerge and for them to play a greater role in shaping local development. While the 
relationships produced within these new organisations reflected existing social hierarchies, 
inequalities and divisions, they also created opportunities for leaders to take on new 
development-oriented roles that animated aspirations and collective effort for local 
development. In addition, participation in these groups enabled new forms of resource sharing 
and expressions of reciprocity that were perceived as valuable and as improvements on more 
exploitative forms of assistance -  for example, low interest NGO credit delivered through CBOs 
was preferred to the impoverishing rates charged by moneylenders (Chapter Six). These 
groups also produced opportunities for greater information sharing that was experienced as 
satisfying by participants. In particular, people presented CBOs as encouraging a new 
'talkativeness' about development, access to information, and new routines of sociability in 
community spaces open to women. This is a significant shift from the "voicelessness" 
characteristic of recounted experiences of previous conflict and impoverishment (Narayan 
2005; Narayan et al 2000).
Chapter Six also described how CBO leaders played a significant role in defining the purpose of 
these organisations, and in balancing the sometimes various expectations of NGO fieldworkers 
and the members of these groups. For example, in the northeastern field sites NGOs did not 
permit CBO members to use loans for purposes other than sustainable livelihoods, but CBO 
leaders refused to sanction members who used loans to buy petrol for small scale logging in 
protected forest areas. In another example, members of child protection groups in Prey Veng 
discussed where their daughters could find work in Phnom Penh and shared information about 
cheats, thieves and travelling salespeople, but only rarely identified or prevented cases of 
potential child trafficking in their village (Chapter Five). These are examples of the unintended 
ways in which people may set interventions to work for purposes that are perceived as useful, 
though not necessarily those anticipated by intervening agencies.
Community organising in Cambodia is sometimes presented as producing trust in a society 
where this quality is ostensibly lacking (Collins 1998; Hasselskog 2009). Flowever, such 
interventionist accounts are in contrast with community perspectives voiced by interviewees 
who foregrounded the persistence of reciprocity, solidarity and trust. For example, in Prey 
Veng people drew attention to the longevity and persistence of a variety of forms of everyday 
resource sharing and charity that had persisted despite rapid development and social change 
(Chapter Six). Rather than solving the "problem" of distrust in rural communities, the success
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of new community organisations depended on the existing basis of trust and reciprocity 
between people in rural communities. Participation in new community organisations did, 
however, appear to produce routines of reciprocity that strengthened relationships of trust 
that may have been depleted by poverty or conflict (Chapter Six).
Participation in CBOs -  and indeed intervention generally -  can be best understood in terms of 
the persistence of both trust and distrust in a context characterised by rapid and unpredictable 
change. This tension characterised relationships between participating and non-participating 
people in communities (Chapter Five), and also relationships between implementing agencies 
and participating communities. For example, Chapters Five and Six presented cases where 
even though the relationship between urban development workers and rural people was 
frequently characterised by mutual distrust (Edwards 2006), often as a consequence of their 
varied experiences of conflict and reconstruction (O'Leary and Meas 2001), this relationship 
also allowed the creation of contingent trust, and the negotiation of shared aspirations for 
change. Tension between trust and distrust was also reflected in the ongoing negotiation of 
differences and synergies between community and NGO perspectives on the purpose of CBOs. 
A similar tension was also present in the complex engagement of community organisations 
with formal village leaders, in particular Village Chiefs. In this relationship, chiefs emerged at 
once at brokers and benefactors of development assistance. They were local leaders who 
sought to control local associational life, as well as people who were better able to assist their 
community to achieve aspirations for improvement as a result of intervention (Chapter Six). 
These tensions between trust and distrust produced complex opportunities for people to 
contest projects of improvement and empowerment.
Understanding successful interventions
This thesis has found that community interventions necessarily rely for their success on 
existing networks of reciprocity and trust, and on the relationships negotiated between 
intervening agencies and the range of institutions, networks and individuals within 
communities. While success is therefore contingent, contested and variably understood, this 
research was able to identify some aspects of participation that appeared significant to 
success. First, interventions succeeded when they created new opportunities for people to 
articulate hopes, aspirations and desires for the future, and when they allowed people to work 
toward these individual, household and collective aspirations. For example, members of CBOs
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often expressed a strong shared vision and expectation of an improved future for their 
community, which was organised variously around a common identity as women, seeking 
improvement in the situation of the community and planning to undertake practical income­
generating businesses together (Chapter Six).
Second, interventions worked when they could be readily incorporated into existing routines 
and made directly relevant to daily life. For example, savings and credit groups were used to 
fund households' participation in festivals and celebrations and to support aged persons' 
religious observance (Chapter Six). Meetings of CBOs also provided opportunities to discuss 
village events and news (Chapters Six and Seven). Third, related to this, pleasure in sociability 
was significant in both women's and men's accounts of participation in community 
development. One consequence of participation was that both women and men -  but 
particularly women, who were often the primary representatives of their families in 
community development work -  developed or extended existing relationships with people in 
their communities, producing new opportunities for interaction, discussion and talk. This talk 
was not only about perceived new development-oriented ideas (such as gender, "technical" 
agricultural knowledge or human rights), but also about other daily matters -  an impending 
marriage, or news of where work might be found outside the village. As with many aspects of 
the process of transformation described by respondents, the relative openness of social 
interactions made possible by NGO-led intervention was contrasted with the tight control of 
information and the experience of voicelessness that characterised conflict, particularly under 
Democratic Kampuchea (Narayan 2005; Knowles 2009) (see Chapter Five).
Community interventions also presented people with new development-framed concepts such 
as human rights and gender. By employing these to describe aspirations and experiences, 
women and men set these concepts to work to achieve an improvement in life and to 
renegotiate identities and power relations. For example, Chapter Seven illustrated how 
women referred to the concepts of gender and women's rights to explain why they 
participated actively in community development. However, women also explained their 
participation in terms of their traditional responsibility for the home and home compound.
This is suggestive of a careful and strategic deployment of ideas about development and 
tradition, in order to gain access to intervention's benefits without explicitly challenging 
gender norms or inequalities. Through such strategic deployment of development-framed 
concepts, people made relevant the fractured character of development intervention, in which
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empowerment, gender and development have meanings that are being contested and worked 
out. Intervention offers additional development-oriented concepts to discuss aspirations and 
experiences, and produces dynamic tensions that are not, and cannot be, resolved by 
intervening agencies. The outcome is unpredictable but creates opportunities for change and 
transformation. In practice, as the thesis showed, these opportunities exceed what might be 
expected of limited and flawed interventions.
Intervention also produced opportunities in which it was acceptable, within limits, to articulate 
and contest narratives of Cambodia's modern history, including experiences during Democratic 
Kampuchea. Narratives of Cambodian culture, history, conflict, development and change were 
mobilised in daily interactions between providers and recipients of development assistance 
(Chapters Five and Six). These exchanges were suggestive of an ongoing negotiation of 
narratives of past conflict and reconstruction that took place in the context of community 
development interventions, including in forums specifically created or supported by NGOs 
(Chapter Five). This aspect of the process of identity negotiation described throughout this 
thesis was also a part of the process of poverty reduction. Specifically, the thesis demonstrated 
that intervention made particular expressions of political voice possible, which people used to 
articulate narratives about the past and about future aspirations, and to express claims to 
justice.
Households and gender
This research took the household as a primary site in which the labour and resources of 
community intervention were negotiated, contested and employed. Aligning with findings in 
other contexts (Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996; Mayoux 1998, 2003; Kabeer 1999, 2011; Cornwall 
2007b; Rogaly 1996), it was disproportionately women who devoted time and labour to 
household participation in community development in the field sites. Women's over­
representation in community development reflected a combination of NGO efforts to 
encourage gender equality, a strong association of women with the home and village, and 
women's efforts to improve their households' situations (Chapter Seven). As this thesis 
illustrated, improvements in the situation of households were eked out "bit by bit" as a result 
of the labour, innovation and risk-taking of household members, particularly women. The case 
of women's management of small business microcredit loans highlighted the manner in which 
participation in community development entailed new financial and personal risk-taking
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(Chapter Seven). Many women who took part in this research presented their experiences of 
participation as satisfying, enjoyable, and valuable because they made possible improvements 
in their own lives and in the lives of their families. However, this placed a burden of time and 
expectation on women, as well as (usually manageable) risks and anxieties primarily 
shouldered by these women.
The tensions between the burdens and benefits of participation, and between women's 
empowerment and persistent gender inequalities, were negotiated, if not necessarily resolved, 
in interactions within families and communities. For example, women negotiated to access the 
benefits of gender-oriented interventions without undermining men's perceived traditional 
authority. An example was women's presentation of men as people who shared responsibility 
and held final authority over small businesses undertaken with microfinance loans, while 
women in practice often bore primarily risk and responsibility for these businesses and loans. 
This suggests that participation socially constructed gender identities in each research site, 
creating opportunities to negotiate and subtly contest attitudes, responsibilities, knowledge 
and labour considered appropriate for men and women.
Women's work, risk and investment of time led to significant improvements in the lives of 
their families, for which the women felt they were appreciated and valued. This contributed to 
a significant shift in women's self-perception as knowledgeable, successful and "developed". 
Indeed this appeared a significant source of satisfaction for women: they regarded themselves 
as more able to achieve "development in the family", often in collaboration with their 
husbands and other family members. In many households, women also became the day-to-day 
representatives of their families in relationships with NGO fieldworkers and were thus able to 
exert some control over how resources, opportunities and knowledge were used (Chapter 
Seven). Moreover, women's accounts suggested that some attributed a perceived reduction 
(and in some cases an experienced reduction) in the incidence and severity of gender violence, 
to household participation in community development (Chapter Five). The reason for this 
change was unclear. However, the limited data this research gathered suggest this decline 
related not only to women's enhanced contribution to family livelihood, but also to the 
increased community, CBO and NGO scrutiny of men's use of violence, and an increased 
likelihood that formal or informal sanctions would be applied (Chapter Five).
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Participation also made it possible for some families to better manage the risks associated with 
rural to urban labour mobility. For many, these journeys became safer and more secure 
because they were one of several income sources, and could be more strategically planned, 
rather than being a risky survival strategy. Women's enhanced responsibility for community 
development was essential to this transition to greater livelihood security and safer labour 
migration (Chapter Eight). This illustrates the persistence of creative, collaborative household 
livelihood strategies. For research respondents these strategies succeeded in improving their 
household circumstances, despite the ongoing inequalities under which they live and labour.
Empowerment and its limits
This thesis considered a process of change taking place within the home, and in the wider 
community, involving the negotiation of gender, labour, participation in community 
organisations and knowledge. It argued that this process of transformation creates the 
conditions for empowerment, if this empowerment is understood as a contested, negotiated 
and relational process of becoming aware of and negotiating choices and options to improve 
life, and having access to at least some of the resources, relationships, and the hope and 
confidence necessary to work towards these (Kabeer 1999, 2011).
This outcome was achieved by participating people's negotiating of the resources, 
opportunities and risks produced by community intervention and in their relationships with 
intervening agencies. Community intervention built on but also altered existing relationships 
of trust, dependence, inequality and solidarity within communities, between people and the 
local state and within households. Though the outcomes of this process are unpredictable, the 
research has demonstrated that these can include a process of identity change, the 
articulation of past experiences and future aspirations, and collective effort to realise shared 
goals. In the field sites this process was accompanied by enhanced livelihood security, safer 
labour migration and a sense of greater social connectedness.
Community development intervention takes place in a context characterised by political and 
institutional constraints. As Chapter Eight demonstrated, the process of negotiation described 
in this thesis remains vulnerable to the negative impacts of development interventions (such 
as proposed Mekong dams) and economic shocks (for example, the economic downturn 
triggered by the GFC). Such phenomena have their origins in Cambodia's regional and
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international integration, as Chapter Eight described. Although community development 
intervention provided some limited protection against the impacts of economic downturn for 
research respondents in Prey Veng (Chapter Eight), both the case of the GFC and the proposed 
dams in the northeast demonstrate that community interventions have very limited scope to 
shift the fundamental challenges of poverty, instability and inequality that constitute a 
persistent impasse in international development intervention (Kothari and Minogue 2002).
Conclusion
Despite the limitations detailed above, participation in community intervention involves an 
ongoing negotiation of the meaning, purpose and process of development. This overview of 
findings has reiterated the thesis argument that this negotiation takes place within families 
and communities, and between community members and intervening agencies. Participants 
bring their knowledge, labour, networks and aspirations to bear in negotiating these 
relationships with NGOs and other outsiders and in so doing influence the aims and outcomes 
of intervention.
This thesis has demonstrated that community development can be made to work despite the 
fractured, instrumental and top-down character of development projects and programs; the 
inconsistent narratives about Cambodian communities that animate these interventions; rapid 
social change and unpredictable state interventions; a history of conflict; and persistent and 
emergent inequalities in communities. Despite being partial, flawed and characterisable as 
"weakly" participatory (Cornwall 2002), such interventions produce opportunities for the 
renegotiation of rights, resources and relationships. This can alter and create solidarities; allow 
new uses of political space; lead to a reconceptualisation of development and tradition; and 
result in tenuous but nonetheless significant improvements in livelihood. Thus, this process of 
negotiation can and does create opportunities for change that may be characterised as 
empowering, even though such change is unpredictable, vulnerable to reversal, disputed and 
incomplete.
Coda: trust and knowledge in development research
The contingent and contested character of trust and knowledge has recurred as a theme in 
this research. This was evident not only in the analysis and argument that the thesis has
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presented, but also in the methodological and ethical issues that foregrounded themselves in 
the research process. This research has sought to gather, analyse and represent accounts of 
change experienced by people made vulnerable by international and national development 
processes. It has sought to do so across significant barriers of understanding, among them 
differences of language and culture, and sharp distinction between my own perspective and 
privilege as an Australian researcher and the vulnerability of those who spoke about their 
experiences with me. Such differences would seem to present significant challenges both for 
generating reliable knowledge, and for developing trust with the people who shared this 
information.
As Chapter Three detailed, working with intermediaries, among them NGO executive staff, 
fieldworkers and interpreters both extended and in particular ways limited the knowledge of 
social change and social life that I could grasp with confidence during fieldwork, and that I 
have sought to represent. Researching the relationship between NGOs and communities from 
a perspective produced by my engagement with these NGOs shaped the questions, answers, 
silences and asides that it was possible to exchange with the research respondents. These 
factors point to the limits of my own knowledge about the research sites and the experiences 
that people recounted to me.
The knowledge of development I have presented in this thesis is partial, contingent and open 
to contestation. However, it is sufficient to complicate and thereby to understand better the 
relationship between NGO and community; community-based and participatory approaches 
and the wider development system in which they operate; and the relationship between 
Northern research knowledge and people's own perspectives on poverty and change. Indeed, 
it may be that introducing complexity and complication of this kind is a sufficient 
methodological and theoretical goal in itself (Connell 2008).
Complexity abounded in the research process that generated the findings described in this 
thesis (Chapter Three). This reflects the complexity of social contexts that are shaped by 
community development interventions; as well as the challenges (and opportunities) 
associated with researching these contexts from within their everyday processes and 
relationships. As a result, the research demonstrates the necessity both of acknowledging the 
partial and contingent character of all development knowledge; but it also makes the case for 
tempered confidence in the knowledge that outsiders and people who are the targets of
268
development interventions might share with each other about the challenges, outcomes, 
success and processes of poverty reduction and development -  and for qualified optimism that 
such exchanges may assist in the task of improving life.
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APPENDIX: GROUP INTERVIEWS: TYPE AND LOCATION
g l Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g2 Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g3 Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g4 Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g5 Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g6 Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g7 Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g8 Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g9 Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
glO Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
g l l  Self-help savings and loan group, Prey Veng
gl2 Mothers' group, Prey Veng
gl3 Fathers' group, Prey Veng
gl4  Fathers' group, Prey Veng
gl5 Child protection network, Prey Veng
gl6 Mothers' group, Prey Veng
gl7 Child protection network, Prey Veng
gl8 Mothers' group, Prey Veng
gl9 Child protection network, Prey Veng
g20 Mothers' and fathers' group, Prey Veng 
g21 Mothers'group, Prey Veng
g22 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng 
g23 Ecotourism project management group, Kratie/ Stung Treng 
g24 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng
g25 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng
g26 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng
g27 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng
g28 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng
g29 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng
g30 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng
g31 Self-help savings and loan group, Kratie/ Stung Treng
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